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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Dragons bleed red. 
 
    I ignored the reports of other magical disasters to watch the central wall slate and its display of Soma’s final moments. The blue dragon had fallen from the sky above the city of Civitas, his magic torn from him by the instability I’d unleashed. 
 
    Across Earth magic flared and died, exploded and sang. It guttered like a flame in high winds, but inextinguishable, growing greater or less, erratically. I felt it in my body. The magic my human ancestors had locked into a rigidly stable, global pattern, now surged and fell with devastating results. 
 
    The Faerene around me stared in horror as reports of failure cascaded in, the feral magic threatening to destroy the monitoring system that fed vital information to the research bunker where we stood. 
 
    Fae King Harold’s voice cracked like a whip. “We did this. All of us here. Amy acted on our orders.” As an elf, Harold was physically overshadowed by the dragons and griffins and the Orc Champion in the chamber, but his authority commanded everyone’s attention, and brought us out of our state of shocked paralysis. 
 
    “Agreed.” Quossa, a unicorn stallion and chief scientist for the Fae Council, led the other eleven members of the council in a chorus of assent. Our small group had gathered here at the remote Faerene bunker tucked into the Pontic Mountains in Turkey to activate humanity’s orb, and we’d succeeded. 
 
    Less than a year ago, the Faerene had entered Earth through the Rift.  
 
    They had destroyed humanity’s world to save us. Six billion people had died in the Faerene Apocalypse. The Faerene had taken from us our modern technology, reducing us to a Renaissance level of existence—in those places where we managed to crawl out of violence and despair. Modern medicine, transport and communications technology vanished. Guns failed. Steam locomotives wouldn’t work. Plastic and all petroleum-derived products disappeared. Epidemics, famine and war stalked the land. 
 
    However, humans are resilient. We were learning to live in our new reality. 
 
    There were one billion of us left, and half a million Faerene who’d come through the Rift from their home world. They couldn’t return to Elysium. The Migration was a one-way event that the Faerene had planned scrupulously. Those who migrated knew they’d never see their family and friends on Elysium again, other than magically through a world viewer—the same technology through which they’d monitored Earth for millennia. 
 
    Unfortunately, it turned out that they hadn’t monitored us for long enough. Humanity’s mages had used and locked away their magic prior to the Faerene finding Earth and observing our situation. 
 
    Humans had, unwittingly, brought disaster on ourselves. We hadn’t known that healthy worlds have shields that protect them from outsiders entering. We couldn’t have guessed that our obsession with linear progress bored into Earth’s shield. Anything that drills into a planetary shield for long enough creates a rift, and through a rift can come either salvation, or slavery and death. 
 
    The Faerene had brought us an apocalypse, but they’d done so to protect us from the Kstvm. Those insectoid monsters would have ravaged Earth, turning humanity into cattle to incubate and feed their young, and when Earth died, the Kstvm would have moved on to the next world they could consume. 
 
    Some of the Faerene had given their lives to seal the Rift. To keep it sealed, humanity’s idea of linear progress had to be frustrated; hence, the catastrophic return to Renaissance era technologies. 
 
    But now Earth faced a new catastrophe, potentially a second apocalypse, and nothing in the Faerene’s meticulous preparation for their Migration had foreseen it. 
 
    The ordinary Faerene out there, beyond the research bunker, would be terrified. The various peoples who made up the Faerene used magic as naturally as humans walked and ran. For magic to fail them or flare out of control would attack their fundamental sense of self and the foundation of their understanding of how reality operated. 
 
    Scared people looked for someone to blame. Fae King Harold had just asserted that it wouldn’t be me. It would be very tempting for the Faerene to lay the blame for feral magic at a human’s feet, but I had acted at the Fae Council’s request. 
 
    His statement might help later, but for now I felt guilty. 
 
    It was my blood and my magic that had activated the orb and led to it unlocking Earth’s magic from its uncannily stable pattern. That had been five minutes ago. A lot had happened in those five minutes. Uncertainty came at you fast. 
 
    “I’m declaring a global emergency, level one,” Harold announced. “Amy, you’re now a member of the Fae Council.” 
 
    Two hours ago, I’d walked into the meeting with the option to join the Fae Council as its sole human representative. Harold had taken that decision from me, but I couldn’t argue with him. Forestalling a second apocalypse demanded that everyone work together. I lacked the Faerene’s understanding of magic, but I was miles ahead of every other human’s knowledge of it thanks to my bond to Istvan, the black griffin magistrate for the North American Territory, and my recent marriage to Rory. 
 
    Rory was a werewolf. The flaring magic hadn’t caused him to shift, although the werewolf member of the Fae Council, Radomir, had noticeably wolfed out in terms of hair and claws and the elongation of his jaw and teeth.  
 
    I’d burrowed against Rory as the horror show on the wall slates began. When you couldn’t breathe because of smoke, you wore a mask, even if it was merely a soaked piece of towel. When I couldn’t breathe because of terror and dread, I needed Rory. He didn’t filter reality for me, but he gave me the strength to endure it; to fight for our future. 
 
    He held me tight with his left arm, leaving his dominant arm free to defend us. None of us knew what the unleashed magic would trigger next. The Faerene bunkers were intended to operate as safe havens, but they’d been built on the principles of magic with active magic embedded in their design and contained within them, and right now, that made them hotspots for danger. 
 
    What Rory didn’t do was protest my co-option to the Fae Council. 
 
    With the nightmares displayed on the wall slates, one pushing out the other as emergency reports flooded in, this wasn’t something I could refuse. I looked at Harold. “I accept.” 
 
    I’d lived through one apocalypse. Turning away when people needed me wasn’t an option. 
 
    Holographic briars exploded out of a wall slate as a thorn thicket engulfed a Faerene town, sending its residents fleeing the mutated protective ward.  
 
    “Outside,” Quossa snapped. “Where is the bunker chief?” He stamped a hoof. 
 
    A passing scientist flung the answer over his shoulder. “Containing the bathumas.” 
 
    Rory halted. He’d fought those creatures. He knew the danger they posed. “Kill them.” 
 
    The scientist, an elf, goggled at him. 
 
    “We require live specimens.” Nora’s crest feathers rose in protest. With her golden coloring shot through with crimson highlights, she was a startlingly beautiful griffin, and her intelligence exceeded her beauty; but currently, she wasn’t thinking clearly.   
 
    Quossa was. “There are more important things in the bunker than the bathumas. Your bunker chief has to be free to preserve them. Kill the bathumas.” 
 
    The plump elf looked between Nora, the chief scientist for the bunker, and Quossa, chief scientist for the Fae Council. The other Fae Council members had continued evacuating, leaving me waiting beside Rory, and Istvan waiting for both of us—and perhaps, for Nora. 
 
    Quossa lowered his head and literal sparks flew from his horn.  
 
    The elf scientist yelped and hurried off. 
 
    “The sparks were unintentional,” Quossa said. 
 
    “Feral magic,” Istvan rumbled. “Nora.” 
 
    “I have responsibilities—” 
 
    “Outside,” Quossa said. He was her boss. It was an order. 
 
    Rory urged me down the corridor to the exit. As our pace picked up, Quossa trotted with us. We burst out of the cave mouth to the cold of the mountains in winter. Snow lay thinly on the ground. An icy wind soughed through the pine trees.  
 
    Istvan followed close on our heels and halted beside me. 
 
    I gripped a handful of his black fur. He was warm and solid, and I trusted him implicitly. 
 
    Harold stood facing the rest of us, with Piros at his back. The red dragon was the Fae Council’s spymaster and Istvan’s best friend.  
 
    I had mostly gotten over my dislike of him.  
 
    Piros had been the “face” of the Faerene when they’d first arrived through the Rift to Earth. He’d announced their presence on television and radio before we’d lost both. He’d spelled out the apocalypse the Faerene would wreak: the loss of technology, the rise of previously preventable diseases, and humanity’s helplessness against Faerene magic. 
 
    Now, magic had turned on the Faerene. 
 
    Harold raised his voice. “We’ll issue a statement to all Faerene within the hour. No, we’re not debating the content of the statement, now. We don’t know if the instability in Earth’s magic will settle by itself and in what timeframe, so we must prepare for ongoing disaster management.” 
 
    Geat, the Orc Champion, slammed the end of his staff against a flat rock. “Regardless of when or if the magic settles, there’s trouble to deal with. Clean up.” 
 
    I winced, remembering the image of Soma’s broken body amid the rubble of a corner of the bazaar at Civitas. There would be other bodies among the destruction. 
 
    “Since we can’t predict events,” Harold continued. “We divide our resources for coverage and resilience. Again, unless there is a significant reason against your assigned post, do not argue.” He spaced the last three words. 
 
    Heads bobbed in agreement. Time was critical and slipping away.  
 
    Harold took a deep breath. “We can’t risk flying. Therefore, translocation is out.” Translocation could only occur midflight for various complicated magical reasons that Istvan had explained and I’d understood a quarter of. Soma’s fatal crash was brutal evidence of why flying wasn’t an option. “We will risk portaling.” 
 
    Creating a portal was major magic. Rory and Istvan did it with ease. Most other Faerene struggled. 
 
    If the feral magic played with a portal, who knew where someone stepping through it might end up? Or they could die, if the portal collapsed. 
 
    “Rory,” Harold said. “You’ll go first. Istvan must stay here with Amy to study the orb. In current conditions, we can’t risk taking it through a portal.” 
 
    “But you’ll risk Rory?” My fury and fear combined and fed into each other, and forced the protest from me. 
 
    “I’m a war mage,” my husband said. “And the territory needs me in Istvan’s absence.” It was the duty Rory had vowed to undertake when he’d sworn himself to Istvan’s service as head of the magisterial guard for the North American Territory. Rory was Istvan’s second-in-command. “I’ll be there to look after our pack.” 
 
    And our werewolf pack, Earth’s newest, the Hope Fang Pack, included my human family. They were mine by adoption and by the bonds of surviving the apocalypse together. Our ties were as strong, or stronger, than blood. One of us had to be there for them. 
 
    “Look after yourself and let them look after you,” I said fiercely, and kissed him. 
 
    Meantime, Harold continued with the distribution of Fae Council members. A global disaster like feral magic had to be managed. 
 
    He, Piros and Vadim, a griffin, would return to Civitas, the Faerene’s capital city. After they’d cleared humans from the Mediterranean island of Crete at the beginning of the apocalypse, the Faerene had resettled and rewilded it to suit their purposes. 
 
    I couldn’t even complain about their actions since it had been in the mountains of Crete that they’d fought, suffered and died to seal the Rift and save Earth from the Kstvm. 
 
    Geat, Aswani, Maureen, Radomir and Fiona were to return home. They were geographically dispersed and of different peoples: orc, dryad, elf, werewolf and goblin. They gave the Fae Council global coverage. 
 
    Branka, a centaur, snorted as Harold ordered her, Jakov and Adara to other bunkers. “We have to leave now. Rory!” 
 
    His arms tightened bruisingly around me. 
 
    Istvan, Nora, Quossa and I were to stay where we were at the bunker. The decision satisfied Nora, but Istvan opened his beak to protest. 
 
    Quossa forestalled him. “We’ll stay at the trial grounds, away from the magic in the bunker.” The bunker wasn’t safe. None of them were, hence Branka’s urgency to reach hers and help prepare it. 
 
    “Camping in winter?” Rory growled. 
 
    Nora turned to look back at the cave mouth. “I should stay here.” 
 
    “The tents are gone,” Harold said, answering Rory while frowning at me. “The cookhouse was built of stone. It’s still there and the bathroom facilities. Even without magic Amy will have shelter and water. Food…” 
 
    “We’ll take from the bunker,” Quossa said. 
 
    “Or hunt.” Istvan and Rory exchanged a long look. 
 
    Nora edged toward the bunker. 
 
    Istvan placed a paw on her tail. He released her as she whirled to glare at him. Otherwise, he ignored her. “Amy will be safe with me,” he promised Rory. 
 
    “I know.” With a final squeeze, he let me go and walked a short distance. 
 
    “Maybe open the portal further away?” Jakov shut his mouth as Rory opened a portal home to Justice in seconds.  
 
    Rory traversed it as quickly and easily as walking through a doorway. He turned and gave us a nod of reassurance. The portal closed on the view of the magistrate hall at Justice. Istvan had founded the Faerene town on the banks of the Mississippi River, south of where the Ohio River joined it. 
 
    I wanted to be with Rory. My family were hosting their housewarming party, tonight. Anyone in town who wandered in would be welcome. As the first humans—apart from me—to be welcomed as citizens of Justice they wished to show their appreciation that they belonged. “They’ll cancel the party,” I said inanely. 
 
    “Tineke will explain things to them after the emergency broadcast,” Istvan comforted me. He extended his left wing enough for me to duck under it.  
 
    It was warm and safe under a griffin’s wing, and Istvan was an Arani griffin, descended from warriors. Even without magic he’d be deadly. 
 
    Other portals opened. 
 
    One after the other, the Fae Council members vanished. The situation was weirdest for flyers like Piros and Vadim. They were accustomed to translocating rather than portaling. 
 
    Istvan opened the portal for Fiona to return to West Africa. Goblins were the least magical of the Faerene. Depending on how the magical crisis developed, that might actually help them. The goblins who’d joined the Migration to Earth had embraced the idea of living with rationed magic. They could survive without magic altogether.  
 
    Jakov’s portal faltered. 
 
    Istvan and Nora reacted together, yanking the elf back by his cloak. Without it, in their urgency, their sharp beaks might have caught his skin. 
 
    The elf tumbled to the ground, swore, and thanked them. He stared at where his portal had been, the same place all the other portals had opened. 
 
    Nora glanced back at the bunker. She seemed to have accepted that she couldn’t return to it; at least, not yet. It had to be clawing at her that her colleagues and friends were facing its dangers without her. “Maybe you should try it further away?” 
 
    Quossa came forward. “Let me. Ready, Jakov?” Quossa opened a portal a few feet behind Jakov’s original attempt. 
 
    The elven councilor had courage. He walked through it. This bunker was in Australia. “All clear,” Jakov called. 
 
    Quossa closed the portal. “Done.” The four of us were alone. “Nora, we need supplies from the bunker. Pen and paper for Amy. A slate for Istvan. Whatever study tools you think you and I will need. Your focus will be the rough magic. You are to divide your time between the bunker and the camp, keeping me informed. Istvan, Amy and I will focus on the orb.” 
 
    We all looked at the cloth-wrapped bundle that Istvan had carried in his beak from the bunker and tucked safely to the side with his bulk between it and both the portals and the bunker.  
 
    “Our first step will be to record our recollection of what the orb has revealed so far. I’ll make copies of the memory charm for safekeeping with other bunkers and in Governing House. 
 
    His mention of Governing House made me think of Civitas and how they were coping there. 
 
    “I’ll bring food as well,” Nora said. “I’ll be half an hour behind you.” 
 
    Istvan leaned across and touched beaks with her.  
 
    The ripple that ran through her feathers and fur may have been the griffin version of a blush. Griffins couldn’t smile, but there was shy pleasure as well as surprise in her body language. 
 
    Quossa set off for the camp. 
 
    Istvan picked up the orb, and we followed. 
 
    It was a cold, silent trek, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 
 
    My coat was naturally waterproof and warm, but Rory had turned off the enchantments he’d woven into it for fear of how the feral magic would affect them. Consequently, it no longer protected me from magical or physical attack, or surrounded me with magical warmth. I didn’t miss the magic. I missed Rory. 
 
    I thought of him and home as I strode along. Any path chosen by a unicorn was easily wide enough for me. The occasional stick cracked under my boots, but mostly the fallen pine needles muffled our steps.  
 
    Maybe I should have been thinking about the orb and its unexpected effect on Earth’s magic flows, but I figured that was better attempted once I had pen and paper to record my thoughts. Instead, I thought about how recently my family had moved to Justice, and how confused they’d be by the mis-firing magic in town.  
 
    How would the Faerene react to Fae King Harold’s emergency broadcast which would surely have to explain that the trouble had started due to humanity’s use of magic? 
 
    I felt Rory’s absence terribly and I couldn’t afford to. Surviving the original apocalypse had taught me to focus brutally on the here and now. Worrying about what I couldn’t influence would distract me from what I could do. 
 
    Digger, my adopted father, would have been appalled at how blindly I hiked through the forest. He’d taught me better than that. I walked as if my personal security wasn’t my personal responsibility. I followed Quossa’s rump and swishing tail, and assumed that Istvan would protect me. 
 
    In fact, I was so distracted that our entrance into the campsite surprised me. Between one step and the next the trees parted. Unprepared, I entered the vast clearing that had housed the inaugural human familiar trials, and fear, frustration and absence punched me in the gut. 
 
    Just a few months ago I’d been forced to train and compete on this ground. There were the firepits that we’d sat around. To my left, in the distance, were the rock fountains and bathing facilities. Over there was the cookhouse that had previously been hidden by the large food tent. 
 
    Quossa trotted over to the cookhouse. Free of the trees he could move faster. 
 
    Istvan moved easier as we crossed the campground. He came up beside me. With his beak holding tight to the bundle containing the orb, he couldn’t talk. He expressed his concern by how closely he walked. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The last time we’d been here had been at the end of the vigil. The elven ritual had broken me open, psychologically. That was its purpose.  
 
    In all their planning for the Migration, the Faerene hadn’t anticipated humanity gaining magic for generations. To their shock, a few hundred of us had. We were the rare human mages. Not that any of us knew what we were doing. 
 
    I’d ridden out the apocalypse in the small Pennsylvanian town of Apfall Hill. I hadn’t guessed that the reason so many of the townsfolk survived the summer epidemics was due to me channeling my magic into healing. 
 
    A messenger dragon had swooped in at our harvest festival and kidnapped me to participate in the inaugural human familiar trials. 
 
    I remembered sitting in this field with ninety nine other humans, being surrounded by strange people—elves, unicorns, goblins, and so forth—and learning about the Rift and that our reckless, untrained use of magic endangered the seal over it. For the Earth’s safety, human mages were to be bound to Faerene magicians as their familiars. We had been given a choice: learn at the trials and accept the binding, or die. 
 
    Fourteen humans had chosen to die. 
 
    Faced with the threat of the Kstvm if the Rift reopened, the Faerene couldn’t afford mercy. 
 
    What they hadn’t anticipated was that the vigil, which had been meant to connect us consciously to our inner selves and to our magic sufficiently to swear our magic to the service of a Faerene magician, would be a trauma too far for a third of the human mages. Those thirty people had survived the apocalypse, but not the radical challenge to their world view and psyches that the Faerene posed. 
 
    Istvan had been present when I completed the vigil. It was the first time he’d tucked me under his wing, as griffins did with their young. He hadn’t wanted to bond with me. He’d requested someone older as his familiar—I’d been the youngest of the human familiar candidates. He’d accurately foreseen how tough our path together would be. 
 
    But he’d helped smooth it by asking Rory to act as his second-in-command and by endeavouring to protect and include my human family in my new life. 
 
    I pressed harder against his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re my Faerene magician.” 
 
    His tail brushed my ankle. The orb swung from his beak in its cloth bundle. 
 
    “The magic that flows through me I gift to your service,” I repeated the vow I’d first said here. 
 
    Months ago, Istvan had responded with, “I accept your service and will honor it.” 
 
    Such simple language for such a profound promise and connection. Istvan hadn’t wanted my magic. He hadn’t wanted a human familiar, but the Fae Council had ordered it. He was one of the strongest magicians to have come through the Rift. He’d led the action to seal it. They’d then selected him to help prove the strategy of tying a human mage to a Faerene magician. The alternative had been to kill us all. 
 
    Quossa waited for Istvan and me outside the cookhouse. 
 
    It was a substantial building to rejoice in such a plain name. The Faerene were accustomed to building large to accommodate the different peoples. Istvan had to duck his head to enter the cookhouse, but he did fit, as long as he stayed parallel to the length of the building. Otherwise he’d block Quossa and me from moving around. 
 
    Piros wouldn’t have fit; not even if we removed the table and chairs at the far end. The red dragon was massive. 
 
    I rubbed my arms. Well-built or not, the cold and damp of the mountain winter had invaded the building. 
 
    “Amy, you’ll require a fire,” Quossa said. “Rather than risk magic, there’s tinder there and a flint fire-starter.” 
 
    Someone, probably a lesser magic user like a goblin, had laid a fire ready to light in the stove nearest the sink. 
 
    Istvan gently placed the orb in the sink and positioned himself so that he could watch it, me and the front entrance. 
 
    I devoted my attention to the simple task of coaxing the fire to life. The heat of the tiny, flickering flames stung my fingers, which told me how cold I’d gotten trekking from the bunker. I looked around. Unicorns didn’t like hot drinks, but Istvan and I would be better for one. I could boil water in the kettle hanging neatly to the side of the fireplace and make tea when Nora arrived with supplies. “Istvan, can I put the orb on the table?”  
 
    Humanity’s orb sat on a blue cushion inside the cloth bundle. 
 
    “Check the cupboards,” Quossa said. “Is there a basket—” He broke off as his voice raised to a shout. His ears went back in irritation. “Sorry. The magic flared.” Unicorns spoke either by telepathy or by shaping sound waves in the air for others to hear them. 
 
    “I prefer you shouting out loud to shouting in my head,” I said. 
 
    He scraped at the flagstone floor with a hoof. “I’ll remember.” 
 
    “I wasn’t complaining,” I added hastily. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, his horn throwing sparks again. “We should be mindful of new dangers until the magic settles.” 
 
    If it settles.  
 
    The silence seemed full of our doubts.  
 
    I opened cupboard doors until I found a stack of willow baskets. During the trials they’d been filled with bread rolls. I shook one basket free of its fellows and put the orb in it before placing it on the table. Paranoid, I nudged the basket to the center of the table where it couldn’t be accidentally knocked off. 
 
    Then I stood, nervously rubbing my hands against my thighs. The orb held countless secrets. No, not secrets. Forgotten knowledge. My ancestors had recorded their stories for generations, layering their understanding as an oyster did with a pearl. What was at the heart of the orb? Should anyone ever seek to find out?  
 
    Could an orb be destroyed? 
 
    Was that an option the Fae Council might consider? It would be illogical. The orb had already wreaked its chaos by unleashing magic from the stable pattern the ancient human mages had locked it into. Now, we needed it to learn how to mitigate the effects of what we’d done. 
 
    “Hot water,” Istvan prompted me. 
 
    I flattened my hands against my thighs, stilling my fidgeting. “Hot water,” I agreed. 
 
    With the fire so new it would take a while to boil water. I grabbed the hooked rod that let me lift out a disc from the hotplate. I slid it to the side, and after filling the kettle, put it over the naked flames. 
 
    Placing the kettle on to boil coincided with Nora’s arrival. In the absence of magic and modern technology, even simple things like heating water took significant time and effort. At least we had logs inside in a wood box. That was one task less: no need to gather wood in the forest. Although depending on how long we were here and the fact that the resources we used would have to be replaced— 
 
    Nora began talking as she unpacked supplies, and that shut up the squirrelly thoughts in my head. 
 
    Thankfully. 
 
    “Pen and paper for you, Amy.” Nora concentrated on us meeting our immediate, Quossa-assigned tasks, leaving the satchel of food to one side. A long stick of bread poked from it. “Slate.”  
 
    Istvan levitated the slate to him. “I’ll be outside, dictating.” 
 
    Nora and Quossa acknowledged his departure with abstracted nods. They were deep in discussion of the situation at the bunker. 
 
    I dragged a chair to the stove, propped the notebook on my knee, and began writing. When my blood touched the orb…  
 
    In their initial greeting within the orb, the ancient mages had told us so much. They’d warned us of the bathumas and mentioned the mysterious djinn. They’d explained why they’d locked away human magic. They had even described the process.  
 
    The Faerene would study the details of the process, as captured by the memory charm that recorded the orb’s activation. I hadn’t understood all of it, possibly because I didn’t fully understand the Faerene theory of magic, which meant that I was trying to comprehend the ancient human mages via a shaky, incomplete and foreign framework. 
 
    However, I did recall, word for word, the poetry of the orb’s story of setting the quintessences into place. It was how they’d locked down our magic in what the Faerene called a latticework pattern. 
 
    “We took our brothers’ and sisters’ breath and gave our own. Three hundred and forty three singers each sang to a star, and when we fell silent, the song sung itself.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Istvan had spent the walk to the campsite organizing his thoughts. Centuries of work as a magistrate meant he could dictate judgments practically in his sleep. Reporting on the orb’s activation was different in subject, but not in form, from his usual duties. The slate was new to him, so he adjusted its settings to his preferences. Now, his report would copy in real-time to Rory and Radka, his chief clerk. By marking it “restricted” he relied on their judgment as to who they shared it with. 
 
    Rory would be informing the core team at Justice’s magistrate hall as to recent events, and preparing a response to current disasters in the North American Territory. He was relying on Istvan to keep Amy safe. 
 
    The black griffin muttered beneath his breath. Activating humanity’s orb had unleashed a disaster far beyond his worst imagining. Magic across the globe had destabilized. As magistrate, he should be in his territory, working to balance it. However, as Amy’s magician partner, he had to keep her safe from the feral magic while she was in contact with the orb. None of them knew how the magic would react, whether it would flare or shrink from moment to moment. He also had to prevent her from becoming a scapegoat for terrified people. 
 
    Harold had already helped with the latter problem, but the disaster had to be contained—ended—for the Fae King’s edict and commonsense to hold sway. Panicking people couldn’t be reasoned with. And people would panic if this continued. 
 
    Amy saw the results, but she hadn’t grown up using magic. It was different for Istvan and the others who’d migrated from Elysium. For them, unreliable magic flows were as destabilizing as if gravity randomly turned on and off. Their identity was wrapped up in their magic. Goblins and other lesser magic users would fare better, as would orcs who regarded magic as the province of their shamans. The rest of the Faerene would be struck hard. 
 
    Many more would join those Faerene already suffering nova world burn trauma. The Migration had its casualties. Despite the rigorous screening of candidates on Elysium, everyone understood that some who crossed the Rift to Earth would find the new life shocking. Their trauma had played out on the six other planets the Faerene had previously migrated to, the symptoms consistent enough to be diagnosed as a condition. 
 
    If Amy had accompanied him on his court circuit for the North American Territory she’d have eventually encountered people with nova world burn trauma. Her experience of the Faerene was currently skewed. Those who were coping, even thriving, on Earth were the ones who sought out the experience of meeting a human familiar. People with nova world burn trauma withdrew. Istvan had researched the condition prior to the Migration, aware that about ten percent of cases acted out their antisocial tendencies, and so, were liable to draw his professional attention as a magistrate responsible for magic and magical happenings in his territory.  
 
    Istvan stared across the campsite at the forest. Responsibility was a heavy burden, even for those who undertook it willingly. Through the trees was the bunker and Nora, who felt responsible for the research and technology center’s staff and contents. It was a danger zone of peak magical instability and she’d be going back and forth to it. 
 
    In an emergency like this, danger had to be contained, and that meant people in certain roles would face higher levels of peril to keep the threat from spreading and from laying down long-term, destructive consequences.  
 
    Thanks to Rory and Quossa’s intervention, at least the bathumas caged inside the bunker were now dead. But what was happening to the living ones free in the wider world? It was the danger they represented that had impelled the Fae Council to approve the activation of humanity’s orb. The Faerene had needed the ancient human mages’ knowledge of the threat posed to magic users by the thaumivorous bathumas. 
 
    In ordinary circumstances, Istvan would have paced the campsite, levitating the slate with him, and dictating as he paced. However, levitation was an unnecessary complication to maintain while the magic fluctuated wildly. So he crouched in the lee of the cookhouse with the slate on a patch of dry ground under the eaves of the building and divided his concentration between dictating his recollection of the orb’s activation and the information it had imparted, and monitoring and adjusting the flow of magic through him to the slate on a second by second basis so that the magical device didn’t explode or fail in some less dramatic fashion. Unlike in normal circumstances, the slate couldn’t be relied to operate independently. 
 
    “Chad drew a syringe of Amy’s blood for her and she went around the chamber placing a drop on everyone, on the premise advised by Quossa and Nora that her human blood had the best chance of enabling us to share whatever communication she received from activating the orb. Quossa also activated a memory charm focused on Amy as a back-up strategy.” 
 
    Istvan vividly recalled how nervous Amy had appeared.  
 
    She’d stood alone in the center of the chamber at a table with the orb positioned on a cushion. As they’d practiced, she’d focused her magic on the fingertip of her right index finger which was smeared with her blood. Then she’d touched her finger to the orb. 
 
    The outer layer of the orb had rippled as its seal broke.  
 
    In the telepathic manner of unicorns a voice had spoken inside each person’s mind. Or so Istvan assumed. He’d heard it as Digger’s voice, the human male who filled the role of Amy’s father far better than her real father had done. Digger would die for those under his protection. There was, perhaps, an important point to consider that as an outsider listening in to a human communication, Istvan heard it in the voice of a human he respected. 
 
    The orb then spoke of the reason the human mages had locked away their magic, and that of their descendants. The bathumas had defeated them. 
 
    For Istvan, the bathumas weren’t personally frightening. But he could imagine that for humans, as for goblins and elves, the bathumas were physically terrifying. At their largest, according to the orb, adult bathumas could reach twelve feet. Istvan dwarfed that, and Piros could probably snap a bathuma’s spine mid-flight. But humans were much smaller, couldn’t fly, and as capable as the ancient mages must have been to lock down Earth’s magic flows, create the orb, and hide it for millennia, the human mages hadn’t had a griffin or dragon’s training in battle or their innate command of magic. 
 
    Amy’s ancestors had been brave. They’d fought the bathumas with what magic they could summon, and when that proved counterproductive, they’d had the wisdom to retreat, while providing their descendants with as much knowledge as they could pass on. 
 
    The ancients didn’t know where the bathumas originated, but they first appeared in the volcanoes of Indonesia and spread across the world. Their lifecycle began as eggs incubated in the volcanoes, hatching into grubs that sought out magic-infused flesh—which meant that they ate magic users—before metamorphosizing (again, inside a volcano) into bat-like, fiery creatures that siphoned magic from people. 
 
    All the ancients’ efforts to defend themselves from the bathumas and eradicate them as a threat had failed. Instead, the humans had killed off the weaker bathumas, leaving the gene pool stronger than ever. Inadvertently, they’d made their enemy more powerful. 
 
    As they recognized their defeat, the ancient mages made it a pyrrhic victory for the bathumas. By locking away their magic, the humans starved the bathumas of magic-infused flesh, and the parasitical bathumas vanished from the surface of the Earth and from human memory. By the time the Faerene on Elysium began studying the planet, it was as if the bathumas had never existed. Which made their reemergence shocking. 
 
    “The orb communicated the information the Fae Council sought—the details of the bathumas’ lifecycle and habits, and that the best method of killing them is long-range, metal weapons.” Istvan paused his dictation. When it came to the bathumas, the orb hadn’t really told them more than what Nora and her scientific team could have discovered in a relatively short time. However, the orb’s other revelation of Earth’s hidden dangers made the activation of the orb justifiable. 
 
    “The ancient human mages locked away their magic because of the bathumas who preyed on them, but the pattern in which they secured Earth’s magic, with quintessences at cardinal star points, also caused another unknown magical creature to sleep. The human mages mourned the loss of their djinn, the thunder shadows.” 
 
    Unlike with the bathumas, humans had retained the memory of the djinn, although the truth of them had become twisted. The djinn weren’t tricksters. They weren’t even sentient. What they were was magic moving across the land and becoming other. And by other the human mages had meant anything from a rock form to a tree or, most difficult of all, an animal.  
 
    Magic as a physical, active, independent entity. When the Faerene on other worlds heard of this via the world-viewers, there would be an outcry. They wouldn’t believe it. But here on Earth, Istvan and the other Earth Faerene didn’t have a choice. They had to prepare to confront the djinn. Thunder shadows was a good name for them. It captured the confounding reality of something that confused every sense. 
 
    The ancient human mages also spoke of acua, the third eye, and of pursuing transcendence, moksha. Istvan’s voice deepened as he repeated the orb’s mention of a world spindle. “The communication from the orb assumed that it had been discovered and activated as a result of locating the world spindle. When the message embedded in the outer layer of the orb concluded with the words, possibly intended as a blessing, that ‘To you, children of our hope, we release our magic’, the ancients expected the unleashed flows of magic to wind around the world spindle. We must find it.” 
 
    Istvan finished dictating. He checked that the recording had copied to Rory and Radka, then closed the slate. He shook out his wings in relief that the effort of monitoring and continually adjusting the magic channeling through him and into the slate could cease.  
 
    The ancient mages hadn’t expected the lock on magic to last the millennia it had. Even if the Faerene located the object the ancients called a world spindle, there was no guarantee that it could cope with the force of long pent up magic running wild.  
 
    Some powers, once unleashed, had to be allowed to run their course. 
 
    His tail lashed as he thought of the djinn. If they grew outsize from the feral magic, what chaos might they cause? 
 
    Quossa had been present for the same communication from the ancients that Istvan had just recounted. The unicorn wanted to learn more from the orb, and for that he needed Amy and, due to her bond with Istvan, him as well. They needed the knowledge of the ancient human mages, how they’d understood and used magic, and the conceptual framework they’d employed to lock away their magic while leaving it capable of being unlocked by their descendants. 
 
    “Istvan?” Amy ventured out of the cookhouse. “Harold’s broadcast is about to begin.” She saw him duck toward the slate and darted to it. “I can carry that.”  
 
    Without magic, his dexterity was less than hers. He could rend and tear better than her, but the fine work of crafting and carrying became difficult for his beak and claws.  
 
    She hugged the slate to her with one hand, while patting him with the other. 
 
    He recognized her request for reassurance in the gesture. He allowed no one else in the universe the intimacy of little pats. Griffins preened one another. He stroked his sharp beak along the side of her face, valuing her trust which let her find comfort in the lethal natural weapon caressing her. 
 
    Then, again, she had happily fallen in love with and mated a werewolf. Amy had a unique reaction to certain dangers—she failed to see them. She saw the person, instead. It was why she’d adjusted so readily to living among the Faerene, while the other human familiars had struggled and lost their magic. Amy saw people; not creatures, strangers or threats. 
 
    “We’re in this together,” he said, and was rewarded by the sudden brightness of her smile. 
 
    She touched his beak. “Yes.” 
 
    Their moment of shared peace shattered as they entered the cookhouse.  
 
    Nora had returned to the bunker twenty minutes ago. Istvan had watched her departure without interrupting his dictation.  
 
    Inside the cookhouse, either Amy or Quossa had propped a slate on the counter and kept it in place with a heavy cutting board.  
 
    Harold’s voice emerged from it. “We are not facing an extinction level threat.” 
 
    Amy crossed silently to the stove and picked up a pot. She brought it to a bench and mouthed to Istvan, “Your tea.” She’d been keeping it warm for him. 
 
    He dipped his beak in out of courtesy. The hot drink was welcome, but his focus was on Harold’s official broadcast. 
 
    In his Fae King role, Harold was impressive. He outlined the situation simply and decisively; first the problem, then the immediate response required of everyone. “We have, however, discovered that the Migration was founded on false data. Incomplete data.” The deliberate correction emphasized the information. “Far from Earth being a magical paradise untouched by magic use, the stable global pattern of magic flows was due to human mages.” 
 
    Quossa managed the magic channeling into the slate. On Civitas, someone would be doing the same for Harold’s broadcast. And hopefully, around the world enough people would be managing their slate’s magic that the broadcast’s information would disseminate swiftly and accurately. 
 
    Harold briefly recapped the existence of ancient human mages, the discovery of the orb, and the Fae Council’s decision to activate it to learn more about the bathumas and other potential threats. He shared the possible re-emergence of the djinn, and wound up with an exhortation for everyone to make smart choices. 
 
    “Limit your use of magic. When you do use it, monitor and manage the flow carefully. I will update you on our progress in stabilizing Earth’s magic flows in twenty four hours.” 
 
    The broadcast ended. 
 
    “There’s our deadline.” Quossa switched off the slate. “Harold and the others on the Fae Council require a minimum of two hours to consider our response and what Harold is to communicate.” 
 
    “Has the magic settled at all?” Amy asked. “Initially, inside the bunker I felt the roughness of it, but that sensation has faded. I haven’t tried to see with magic sight. Should I?” 
 
    “No.” Istvan drank the rest of his tea. “I’m affected by the rough magic, even when not using it. I imagine all Faerene are. You are fortunate if you’re not feeling it.” 
 
    In silence, the three of them contemplated the situation. He suspected that Amy worried about Rory and the others in Justice. 
 
    For himself, he wondered what solution they could find. 
 
    They all stared at the basket with the orb inside it. It occupied the center of the table. 
 
    “The bunker is precariously stable,” Quossa said. “Nora has returned to it to add her efforts to simultaneously regularizing the magic flowing into it, and cataloguing and analyzing disaster reports to identify patterns.” He snorted. “It’s bad.” 
 
    Amy took a shuddering breath. “These are my notes on what I remember the orb said. I think we activated it in the wrong order. It mentioned a world spindle. I think we were meant to find that first, and have it lead us—or prompt us—to search out the orb. I’ve heard of spindles.” She gestured vaguely, hands pulling apart from one another. “Spinning wool. Spinning magic? Do Faerene spin magic?” 
 
    “Only in legends,” Quossa said. He and Istvan exchanged a look. “Legends from the same near-mythical era as tales of familiars.” 
 
    Perhaps Faerene and humans had shared more of the path of magic and its development than either had believed. The orb might hold insights into the evolution of Faerene magic. Before scientific curiosity could be indulged, however, they had to bring the feral magic under control. 
 
    They needed the world spindle. 
 
    Istvan checked that Quossa was on the same page as him. “The bunker scientists will assess the situation from the Faerene perspective. We have to learn more about the world spindle and how the ancients locked away their magic, and locked Earth’s magic into an enduring pattern at the same time.” 
 
    Quossa agreed. “Our focus is the orb. We need the knowledge it holds. However, with the magic flows unstable we must handle it cautiously. Istvan, if you can activate the orb via your bond with Amy, that’s our best strategy for maintaining a steady flow of magic into and around it. If you can’t, if it requires Amy, as a human, to keep it active, then we’ll have to trial how you manage her.” 
 
    “I’ll record what I see,” Amy said quietly. “Nora left me a journal.” The leather-bound notebook sat at the end of the table nearest the stove. 
 
    Quossa tossed his head in a unicorn’s gesture of dismissal. For him, Amy was a tool to be used, not an active agent in resolving the disaster of rough magic. “I will take notes and maintain a memory charm. If you are refreshed, Istvan, shall we begin?” 
 
    Istvan finished the last of his tea and picked up the pot by its handle to return it to the sink before repositioning to face the table. “I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Quossa’s gray ears were pricked with interest, and possibly, with some alarm as he stood at the head of the table in the cookhouse. The length of the table ran the width of the building at its western end. With Quossa at the head of it, where there was room for his unicorn body, and me at the foot of the table nearest the warmth of the stove, Istvan had the length of the table nearest to the door all to himself. If the two griffins breathed in and snuggled, Nora could fit beside him when she returned. 
 
    “Amy, as the person with hands, can you unwrap the orb, please?” Quossa instructed. 
 
    Each of us has our talents, I thought wryly. As unwilling as Quossa was to risk me manipulating the orb magically, when it came to small tasks to be done without magic, hands had an advantage. Many of the Faerene, and not just unicorns and griffins, would be facing that problem if we couldn’t stabilize the magic flows for them to use magic normally. 
 
    I sidestepped around the corner of the table so that I brushed against Istvan as I reached for the basket that held the orb. I dragged it from the center of the table and picked up the cloth wrapped bundle inside. The orb was the size of a large grapefruit and about as heavy. It was the weight of all it represented, both trouble and hope, that burdened us. Or burdened me. 
 
    Istvan’s magic had knotted the cloth tightly. I picked at the knot till it loosened and I could open the bundle to view the orb on its blue cushion. 
 
    I stared a moment at humanity’s pearl. That was what Xi, the kraken who’d brought it to Istvan and me, had called it: a pearl. 
 
    The kraken, a reclusive, aquatic people of the Faerene, had their own pearls.  
 
    Looking at humanity’s pearl, as black and iridescent as an oil slick, I recalled Xi’s secret history lesson that he’d shared with Istvan, Rory and me.  
 
    An ancient kraken pearl existed, hidden away in the oceans of Elysium. Each generation of kraken added a layer of knowledge to it, and shared in the collective knowledge that it physically embodied. When kraken joined a Faerene migration to another world, a copy of the original pearl went with them. 
 
    The pearls contained a treasury of magical knowledge. 
 
    Before the other peoples of the Faerene had evolved institutions and practices for harnessing magical power, the kraken had chosen to forego much of the use of magic, and to hide their abilities. They made themselves lesser in the eyes of others. Most Faerene considered them slightly dull-witted cousins. Even the other aquatic people of the Faerene, the sea nymphs, had little to do with the kraken.  
 
    With few sea nymphs joining this Migration, the kraken had Earth’s oceans almost to themselves. 
 
    Xi had trusted Istvan and me with humanity’s pearl because we were the most successful pairing of a human mage and a Faerene magician. Only one other pair had bonded and retained the human mage’s magic, and that was Chen and the goblin healer, Violet. Given Istvan’s role as magistrate and his reputation for balanced judgment and courage, Xi had chosen us to hold the pearl and to decide whether to hide or reveal it. 
 
    Could Xi advise us on how to search it for the knowledge we sought? What did the kraken know that I didn’t even know to ask? 
 
    “If you take your seat, Amy, I’ll try this without a physical connection between us first. That would be most efficient. Lacking that we could try touch or your blood, again.” Istvan’s voice was kind, but focused. He wasn’t thinking of consulting Xi. 
 
    I’d ask him, later. We’d promised to keep the kraken’s pearls a secret, but there had to be a way to consult Xi in private. 
 
    Or maybe we wouldn’t need to. 
 
    Humanity’s pearl shimmered and a layer of knowledge opened to me. Looking at Istvan’s and Quossa’s intent expressions, they shared the experience. 
 
    I opened the journal to the fifth page and began taking notes. When I concentrated, I could “see” the magic that Istvan channeled through me steadily into the orb. That magic lifted layers of the orb, searching through it. To my magic sight, which wasn’t exactly “seeing” as much as my mind interpreting something unknowable into familiar terms, the magic flows resembled transparent silver threads. 
 
    Istvan worked with great delicacy. 
 
    “It’s been an hour,” Quossa said. “Can you deactivate the orb?” 
 
    “Yes.” Istvan did so, and ceased channeling magic through me.  
 
    The silver threads that had been cording into a rope between the orb and me fell away slowly. Magic once again flowed neutrally around the orb. 
 
    I didn’t feel any different, although I did shake out my hand which had cramped from writing. I swept the pile of pencil shavings from the table to burn in the stove. Night had descended unnoticed. The orb had provided us with light to see and work by. Now there was only moonlight through the windows and the flicker of firelight from the stove. 
 
    Istvan used his beak to nudge the cushion with the orb on it back to the relative safety of the center of the table. 
 
    “It’s early for a meal,” Quossa said. “Let’s compare and confirm our information.” 
 
    “I’m interested to hear it.” Nora walked in. “I didn’t want to interrupt. You look exhausted, Istvan.” 
 
    Her own feathers drooped. 
 
    I’d found candles earlier and a spill to light them with. I lit it from the stove and cupped my hand around it while I brought it to the first candlewick. I watched the tentative flame strengthen before lighting the second candle. We were lucky to have them. Faerene were accustomed to relying on mage lamps for illumination. 
 
    “I’ll make tea.” I’d left a couple of kettles of water simmering on the stove. Months of living without modern technology at the farm in Apfall Hill had taught me the value of hot water when it wasn’t available for the turning on of a tap or zapping a mugful in a microwave.  
 
    “None for me,” Quossa said. “Excuse me a moment.” He and Nora moved around so that he could exit and she could approach the table and the orb.  
 
    Through the window I saw the unicorn drinking from a stone trough. He tried to hide it, but he was exhausted, too. Worry and concentration could do that to a person. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Istvan asked Nora. “I’ll compare notes briefly with Quossa, then I’m going hunting.” 
 
    Nora looked at the supplies she’d brought us earlier.  
 
    I’d left them stacked on a bench by the sink. Until I knew how long we’d be here, tidying everything into cupboards seemed pointless. 
 
    “There’s a haunch of smoked venison in there,” she told Istvan. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” He could be persistent. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I offered them both pots of tea before returning to the table with my own mug. There was bread and cheese among the supplies, and I’d earmarked them as mine to make a simple dinner. Istvan liked cheese, and could share it with me, although more for sociability than to fill him. 
 
    Hunting would help him. It was something he excelled at without magic. 
 
    I hadn’t ever considered before that he needed me, but after the past hour and witnessing his exhaustion, he required emotional support if nothing else. The lessons imparted by the orb were scary. 
 
    Quossa summed things up half an hour later. “We need the spindle.” 
 
    “Yes.” Nora had been nervously preening for the last ten minutes. “I also need you, Quossa, back at the bunker.” 
 
    “Status?” 
 
    “Stable, but unsustainable.” 
 
    Quossa snorted.  
 
    Nora lowered her head to look him in the eye. Although smaller than Istvan, who was the size of a small bus, she was larger than Quossa. She was also a predator. Not that anyone sane would consider a unicorn prey. Nonetheless, her physical stance was a reminder that the distracted, dismayed scientist could also be a threat. “We’ve had to deactivate every non-essential magical device, spell and charm, and we’ve been severe in our definition of essential. Even so, we’re struggling to maintain the stability of what we are running.” 
 
    “How many staff are maintaining the bunker?” Quossa asked. 
 
    “Two thirds.” 
 
    Istvan’s crest ruffled in a show of surprise.  
 
    Nora clacked her beak. “You saw how hard Istvan worked on the orb, and you, Quossa, on maintaining the memory charm while dictating notes. My people are working flat out, and we have to schedule them for twenty four hour coverage.” 
 
    “Understood,” Quossa said grimly. “But that only leaves a third to respond to emergency communications, collate and analyze disaster reports, and assess the situation.” 
 
    Nora closed her eyes for a second. “I’m well aware.” When she opened her eyes, she looked at Istvan. “I need Quossa for another half hour, going over specifics of the bunker. I have a list of issues from Vila. If you want to hunt…?” 
 
    He nodded and maneuvered out of the cookhouse, shuffling backward rather than trying to turn. 
 
    I went with him, snatching up the coat I’d discarded over the back of my chair.  
 
    “It’s too cold out here for you.” He saved his objection till we’d exited and I’d pulled the door closed. 
 
    “I agree.” My breath plumed in front of me. I snuggled into him and his wing tucked over me. We walked a little further. “Istvan, could Xi help?” 
 
    “If he thinks he can, he’ll contact us. Xi is an individual of strong principles. However, he has to balance his responsibilities.” Istvan’s swift and complete response indicated that he’d already considered the possibility. Then, again, he’d commanded the force that sealed Earth’s rift. Istvan, like Rory, could function as a war mage. In an emergency, Istvan wouldn’t leave any resources untapped. 
 
    He looked up in the direction of the North Star. 
 
    Oddly, that was the moment I realized that I’d never asked where the Rift had occurred. Geographically, where had the shield of our world torn open to allow the Faerene entrance? As far as humanity was concerned, the Faerene had simply appeared one day. 
 
    Istvan halted at the edge of the forest. “Xi has contacts among the Fae Council, not least Piros. Xi will be following events closely, despite the kraken themselves not being overly affected. They can live, and live comfortably, without using magic. It is Xi’s concern for others that will compel him to act, or not act. I believe it is his decision. We promised to keep the secret of the kraken’s pearls. If we reveal it, the news will affect the kraken on other worlds, not just here. World-viewers mean the news will get back to Elysium, at minimum.” 
 
    And Xi had warned us when he’d given us humanity’s pearl that treasure hunters and those obsessed with acquiring magical knowledge would do anything to obtain a kraken pearl if they learned of their existence. 
 
    Here on Earth I had to trust in the Fae Council’s protection of the orb. 
 
    I also had to trust myself, and that was more difficult. Today, I’d become humanity’s representative on the Fae Council. Whether I was ready for the responsibility or not, I now had an active role in shaping the future relationship between the Faerene and humans. “So we honor our promise of secrecy with Xi and trust his judgment as to whether he comes forward to help. We won’t know how much suffering could be avoided if we called on him, now.” I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets, absently missing the warmth that magic had once imparted to the enchanted coat. “But we also can’t know how much suffering we’d cause if we broke our promise and revealed the existence of kraken pearls.” 
 
    “I prefer not to win an argument based on age,” Istvan began. 
 
    I peered up at him. 
 
    “It sets a bad precedent,” he continued, half-humorously. “Piros is a century older than me, but not wiser. And I have met many wise goblins.”  
 
    Goblins’ lifespans match humans’. Being a mage and bonded to Istvan, the Faerene believed that I would live for centuries, which was good because as a werewolf, so would Rory. Unless the dangers of his job as head of Istvan’s magisterial guard unit killed him. 
 
    “My point is,” Istvan continued. “I wish to tell you something that you’d learn with age, and you should believe me because I’m old.” 
 
    I smiled slightly. “You’re in the prime of your life.” 
 
    “For a griffin, six centuries is that.” Istvan squished me teasingly with his wing.  
 
    I sneezed at the tickling feathers. “Impart your wisdom, oh ancient one.” My humor fizzled as I remembered that I’d just been listening to my ancient ones, the millennia-gone human mages who’d created the orb. Their memories were startling. 
 
    Istvan also sobered. “We can never know everything, Amy. As comprehensive as court cases may appear, there is always information I don’t have when I make a judgment. No one is perfect. Definitely no one is infallible. All our decisions and actions are likely to hurt someone. You must have the courage to act, anyway. You decide on balance and from a place of goodwill. We do the best we can. Refusing to act is a choice in itself, and it often adds a corrosive layer of cowardice to a soul.” 
 
    “Being brave when the consequences only affect me is hard enough. Being brave, making hard choices, when other people will bear the consequences…I haven’t given you and your work enough respect, Istvan.” 
 
    “Yes, you have. I’m just a person. Everyone is. That you recognize that fact, that for you everyone is equal, is part of your power. It’s a big part of what you will bring to the Fae Council. Hold onto your values.” His tail tapped my ankle. “Enough lectures from me. I’m proud of you, Amy, and I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” I hugged his wide neck. 
 
    “Back to the cookhouse with you. It’s cold out.” 
 
    He waited at the edge of the pine trees, a deeper blur of darkness against the immense shadowed forest, till I reached the cookhouse. I waved, and he departed on his hunt. 
 
    At my entrance, Nora and Quossa broke off an intense conversation.  
 
    The golden griffin already wore a satchel around her neck. She was ready to leave. “We’re returning to the bunker. You’ll be safe, here, alone. Istvan won’t roam far and humans never enter the area. We chose it as a gathering site because its reputation as an eerie place meant humans avoid it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Quossa hustled for the door.  
 
    After a second, Nora followed. The two of us had a confusing relationship. I could never be certain what she wanted from me. As a human mage, I fell within her field of study: the magical aspect of Earth. However, my bond with Istvan added a personal element, whether of jealousy or yearning I wasn’t sure. I knew she loved Istvan. 
 
    I trusted that emotion. 
 
    Istvan might think he didn’t need love or close personal relationships, but he was wrong. I saw his hesitant, skittish behavior with Nora. He was out of practice in loving someone, but his huge heart had an immense capacity for loyalty. He deserved someone who loved him back as the center of his universe. If Nora could give him that, and he returned her love, then I’d be Nora’s biggest fan. 
 
    Her and I just had to work out our rules of interaction. 
 
    The door thudded shut behind the griffin and the unicorn, and I let out a huge breath of relief. 
 
    For the first time in what felt like forever, I was alone. I let the quiet of no other heartbeats and fidgeting bodies soak into me. I felt no fear. I had food and fire, a shelter, a knife in my boot, and a bigger knife in the cupboard by the sink. I’d found it while discovering the cookhouse’s resources. I grabbed that knife, but not for protection. Before I added another log to the fire, I’d toast my bread and cheese over the glowing coals. 
 
    Turning the fork and watching the bread brown, I thought of Istvan’s advice and my own view of my role here. On behalf of current and future humans, I should learn as much as I could about our orb, which meant observing or participating in any activation of it. 
 
    The journal recorded what I’d experienced of the orb, so far. Unlike the record of its initial activation which I’d written for the Fae Council on separate sheets of paper, and which Nora had taken away, the journal was closer to a flow of consciousness record than an official statement. It was mine, and if it was mine, then I could decide its purpose. 
 
    I could also abandon old mistakes and strike out anew. 
 
    For weeks I’d been researching the Faerene, using their books and reference materials. As Istvan’s human familiar, I was uniquely positioned to observe and write a book on the Faerene that could serve as a handy reference guide for humans interacting with our new neighbors. The Faerene were willing to wait a century and more to engage with humanity, but I didn’t think that allowing generations of humans to establish the Faerene as the big, bad other in their—our—psyche was wise. 
 
    It would also help if the Faerene had a guide enabling them to view themselves through human eyes. 
 
    So I was writing This Is The Faerene. But I hadn’t genuinely started to write it. Like the college student I’d been before the apocalypse, I’d procrastinated with research. 
 
    Now, that research stood out starkly as a delaying tactic. 
 
    I was insecure as to my ability to write a book that I thought both humans and Faerene needed. However, my fear of embarrassing myself and showing up my ignorance was something none of us could afford. As Istvan had said, we had to do the best we could and accept that we weren’t perfect. 
 
    In the journal, in between recording my observations of the orb, I would write about my experience of encountering and living among the Faerene. An uncensored account 
 
    My toasting fork jerked as I contemplated the cost of writing without censorship. The journal would be a private first draft, but in committing to writing down my raw experience, I’d have to relive memories strongly linked to trauma. 
 
    The slice of bread I’d been toasting fell onto the coals and the smell of burnt toast filled the air. I coughed and waved a hand in front of my face. 
 
    My account of humanity’s encounter with the Faerene might end up being incomplete, naïve, and rife with misunderstandings, but I could confide it and the bleeding emotions of its raw material to Rory. I had to believe that we’d have time to go over it together. We’d only been apart for a few hours, but they’d been intense hours, and I missed him so much that I’d had to lock away thoughts of him and the dangers he might be facing. 
 
    The book was something I could write anywhere and in stolen minutes before sharing it with Rory. I didn’t need academic professionalism in drafting This Is The Faerene. I needed someone real to bring the Faerene reality to it. Plus, the truth was that my story became his, as well, when we married. 
 
    I ate the toasted bread and cheese as I contemplated my coalescing certainty as to next steps and my role in shaping Earth’s future. By the time I’d washed up the few dishes, including Istvan’s and Nora’s pots, I had a plan of action, and one I could justify even as it aligned with my personal desires. 
 
    While I might leave activating the orb to Istvan who could channel magic with precise, constant control, I figured that I could maintain enough control over my magic to operate a slate without blowing it up. 
 
    I checked on the fire and repositioned the two kettles to the side of the stove to simmer. Then I sat on a chair by the stove and propped my feet on a second chair so that I could rest the slate on my knees. 
 
    I contacted Rory. 
 
    “Amy.” Love and relief sounded in his voice, but his face was tight with worry. In Justice, it was the middle of the day. Currently, he was the ranking authority on magical disturbances in the North American Territory. He couldn’t spare me more than a few minutes. 
 
    “I’m fine. I had to know that you were.” 
 
    “I am. Our pack is safe.” Our pack: Earth’s newest werewolf pack, Hope Fang; named to be fierce in defense of a better life. “Any solutions?”  
 
    “Still researching.” Even truncated, our conversation strengthened me. Lofty aspirations and duty were important, but the people we loved were the most powerful motivation of all. 
 
    “Tell Istvan we’re coping.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Rory smiled at me, serious emotion in his eyes. “Contact me any time, but I have to go. Tineke.” He stopped, restarted. “The Reclamation Team has been stood down till magic stabilizes. She can talk with you, describe the situation, and take a message to your family.”  
 
    My family had moved in next door to her across the river from the magistrate hall, on the west bank of the Mississippi. They lived in Lajos’s house, while the elf had moved in with Tineke. He tended his herb farm, while my family worked the smallholding they were building on Tineke’s land and established a salvage yard by the docks. 
 
    “I’ll call Tineke. I love you.” 
 
    “My heart.” 
 
    The connection broke. I lowered my feet to the floor and put the slate down carefully on the other chair. Staring at the fire allowed the heat to dry my eyes without me having to wipe away tears. The loneliness of being so far from Rory physically hurt. 
 
    Before the Faerene, before the apocalypse, I’d been accustomed to being alone. My parents had divorced when I was three, and while we’d had plenty of money, they hadn’t had time for me. Without siblings, life had been lonely, even when surrounded by other children at boarding school or camp. 
 
    I looked at the kettle, but decided to wait for Istvan’s return to make tea. 
 
    In our short conversation Rory wouldn’t have mentioned Tineke unless he thought it was important that I contact her. 
 
    I’d met Tineke here at the human familiar trials. She was an elf and a talented magician working for the Reclamation Team. They were the Faerene responsible for breaking down and returning forbidden human technologies, like guns, to the earth, as well as recycling whole cities. They’d also spent months decomposing corpses overnight until Harold’s recent edict that human bodies once more adhere to the ordinary cycle of life, sans accelerated return to the earth. Humans had to bury or cremate their dead now, as we’d always done before. The Reclamation Team’s spell of decomposition had been a mercy granted to us during the loss of six-sevenths of our population. 
 
    The immensity of our apocalypse was staggering. If the Faerene lost a comparable percentage, their Migration would fail. 
 
    “Hi, Tineke.” I smiled at her dispiritedly via the slate. 
 
    Her green skin was pale with darker circles under her eyes, and her hair was messy with her pointed ears sticking through it. “Amy! How are you?” 
 
    “Surviving. Safe. We haven’t found a solution to stabilize the magic flows yet.” 
 
    “They feel bad,” she whispered the words, as if it was an admission she shouldn’t make. She gave a short, shaky laugh. “A bit like having the flu.” 
 
    “I don’t feel it, any of the feral magic.” I felt normal, worried but normal in myself. 
 
    Her head jerked up and down, like a puppet nodding. “All of the Faerene do, although it varies in degree. I’m particularly sensitive to the flows of magic. That was part of my role on the Reclamation Team. If the flows continue unstable…” 
 
    “You’ll be called on to help.” And despite how sick she felt, Tineke would help in any way asked of her. I worried about my friend. Of all the Faerene, she was the one who’d shown the most guilt at the Faerene’s role in humanity’s death and suffering. The others I’d met were grimly resigned to the high cost of keeping out the Kstvm. Tineke mourned what humanity had lost. 
 
    She changed the subject. “Your family are well. They don’t employ magic, so their daily life isn’t disrupted. It’s the rest of us who are shocked. We agreed to reduce and ration our magic use as part of the Migration.” To protect Earth’s shield. “People didn’t realize how much magic we still use in ordinary life. Is Istvan helping you maintain the slate?” 
 
    “Nope. This is all me.” I tried to force a smug smile at my attainment, and failed. “All the practice Istvan had me do with the marble lets me see and steady the magic I’m channeling into the slate.” 
 
    “Well done.” 
 
    Now, I did smile because life returned to Tineke’s haunted eyes with her pride in my achievement. “Thanks. Is Lajos around?”  
 
    Lajos loved her. He’d be alarmed at the state she was in. He was waging a slow, cautious campaign to win her love. Or rather, I suspected that Tineke did love him, but something in her pre-Earth past crippled her ability to live that love. Lajos knew that, and took baby steps to advance their relationship. Giving my family his house had been a masterstroke since Tineke had then invited him to board with her. 
 
    “Rory asked Lajos to help him.” 
 
    Before I could ask with what? Tineke shifted closer to her slate. 
 
    “Amy? How do you trust people after everyone who has hurt you?” 
 
    “No one’s hurt me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your dad betrayed you.” 
 
    Yes, he had. But it was more that he hated the Faerene and ached to destroy them. I’d been a tool he tried to use. He was out of my life, now. 
 
    “Then there was that insane Shardist cleric.” 
 
    Cyril had intended to sacrifice me to power his transcendence. It wouldn’t have worked, but I’d still have been dead. The townsfolk of Faerene Atlanta, where Cyril had served as their all-faiths temple chaplain, hadn’t participated in his immoral scheme, but they had shared his disdain for humans. 
 
    In the aftermath of Cyril’s insane plot, the Fae Council had come down hard on that incipient attitude of dismissing humans as lesser beings. 
 
    “The apocalypse that we initiated destroyed the world as you knew it, and you rebuilt. You remade yourself. You created a new family and you added Faerene to it! The people who destroyed your life. People like me. I feel like I’m your family and I…I don’t deserve it.” 
 
    There were so many things in Tineke’s outburst that warranted answers. What came through overwhelmingly was her pain. 
 
    “That’s the thing about family,” I said gently. “None of us deserve our families, for good or bad. But choosing to love and keep close the good people in my life makes sense to me. I like the word you used. Remade. The college student I used to be died in the apocalypse. I had good people around me who guided me, just by being who they are, to be a better person. A compassionate survivor. Like you.” 
 
    She gave a sob, snatched up a handkerchief and blew her nose. “Has anyone told you how I came to join the Migration?” 
 
    “No. Rory cares about you and respects you. He said it’s your story.” 
 
    As she looked down her eyelashes were spiky, wet with tears. She blinked before looking back at me through the slate. “I was married. Anton came from a powerful elven family. I met him at my first job after university. We were both magician engineers. My parents have far less magic. They are market gardeners. They grow vegetables, improving their favorites over decades. They are satisfied with their lives. I wanted more, and Anton represented excitement and sophistication. We were in love.” She said the last words heavily. 
 
    “To marry, we took a blood test to screen for magicka agony syndrome. It’s a formality, nothing more. Or so people assume. Elves carelessly consider the test an outdated tradition, that we’ve eradicated magicka agony syndrome. It is carried on RNA. If an elf has a particular cluster, then their children have a fifty/fifty chance of suffering magicka agony.” 
 
    I had to interrupt. With Rory being werewolf and me human we didn’t know what that would mean for our children. In theory, according to Faerene scientists, we were biologically compatible. Fertile. But any syndrome with the word agony in it was cause for concern. “What about non-elves?” 
 
    “Elves only. Our special hell. My test showed that I don’t carry the cluster. Anton’s test showed the same. We both presented our certificates and acquired our marriage license. If one of us had been found to carry the cluster, we would have both had to vow not to have children. We could have fostered or adopted. Surrogacy and other alternative arrangements are forbidden. 
 
    “After ten years of marriage, we decided to have a baby. Elves live for centuries, so we tend to space out our life events. Children are rare. There are none in the Migration. All the elves involved chose to delay till they were settled on Earth before adding a child to their lives. Anton was keen to be a father.” Her lips compressed.  
 
    I could guess where this story was going, and the betrayal that had cut deep. 
 
    When she resumed speaking, it was with a little gasp. “It took three years of trying before I learned I was pregnant with twins. I was so happy. Elves rarely have twins. My beautiful boys would grow up with a close sibling. Bastian and Guido were adorable. Not identical. Each with their own vivid personality.” 
 
    For a second her maternal love and pride shone in her eyes. Then she squeezed them shut. “Elven children show their magic at age four. Late developers have until six before parents worry. Our children mature physically and mentally at the same rate as goblins, as humans, until sixteen, then the elven teenager’s rate of ageing slows. 
 
    “By six, Bastian and Guido showed no signs of using magic. We took them to a pediatrician. She discovered that both of my boys had magic, lots of magic, but that they weren’t using it because it hurt. That’s what magicka agony syndrome is. The use of magic creates a backlash of intense nerve pain in the sufferer. 
 
    “I was devastated. I didn’t know how this had happened, how we could protect our boys, how we could help them to lead happy lives.” 
 
    Her mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “But Anton had guessed the doctor’s diagnosis. He’d prepared for it. He disappeared for a day, and when he returned, it was to our house, full of his family and mine, and our two frightened, hurting boys. Anton returned with a second certificate stating that he was clear of the magicka agony syndrome cluster. He accused me of faking my own certificate. That I had caused this heartbreak. In front of our sons, he said that I’d given him defective children. He broke my heart and he broke theirs, but he got what he wanted. He fixed in people’s minds that he was the innocent victim.  
 
    “I was his victim. I never even bothered to get a second screening. It was Bastian and Guido who mattered, and I couldn’t fight the power of Anton’s family, who all supported their supposedly devastated son. I retreated to my family’s market garden. As Bastian and Guido grew, so did their sensitivity to magic. It went beyond not being able to use it. They couldn’t even be around it. We ended up living in an old stone building that we made weathertight using physical labor. Light came from oil lamps. Water was pumped up by a windmill. I lived what elves on Elysium considered a brutally primitive life so that Bastian and Guido could live without pain. I nurtured an acute sensitivity to magic to protect them. 
 
    “Anton remarried after vowing he’d never have children because I’d broken his heart and his trust. He never visited his sons. I’d like to think that he avoided them out of guilt. But I doubt it. I think he discarded them as he discarded me. He knew he was a carrier of the magicka agony syndrome cluster when he married me and tried so early in our marriage to have children. He rolled the dice. It was a fifty/fifty chance, with our children paying the price. He lost.” 
 
    She stared at me through the slate with haunted, grieving eyes. “I loved Bastian and Guido. We were so close. Living without magic, all we had was each other. I’ve never regretted my boys, only their suffering.” She inhaled raggedly. Exhaled. “When they turned sixteen, when elven teenagers’ rate of ageing slows, Bastian and Guido began ageing faster. They died of old age in their mid-twenties.” 
 
    I pressed my hands to my mouth. Any words I could offer would be inadequate. 
 
    “Bastian died seven months after Guido. Lajos came to his funeral. Lajos had grown up on the farm next door to my parents’ market garden. He’d been away since before the twins’ birth. He was a psychiatrist then, working at a remote military station on methods of sensory input and deprivation to heal trauma. Manage it, he says. Trauma can’t be magicked away. It’s part of life.” She was obviously quoting him, the elf who loved her devotedly. 
 
    “Lajos hates injustice and he’s like Rory. They’ll suffer anything to protect the vulnerable and those they love. I was both. Lajos did what none of my family and friends or I had thought to do. We’d accepted Anton’s lies. But Lajos used his connections in the military and medical communities, and among clandestine intelligence groups, and he had Anton secretly re-screened and after that showed Anton as carrying the cluster, Lajos pushed for an investigation. Lajos brought Anton to justice, and shamed him and his family. Anton’s brother had supplied the clear sample and participated in paying off the screening technician.” 
 
    Tineke unbraided her hair and pushed her fingers through it. “They accepted me for the Migration because I’m a strong magician and trained engineer, but mainly because I’ve lived without magic. It’s unsettling, Amy. For you, learning that magic was real and part of you were the big shocks. For the Faerene, to have our magic fail us or turn on us, as it did with Bastian and Guido, tears the ground from beneath us. Family and friends wouldn’t visit me because they’d have to live an hour, one solitary hour, without magic. They found the lifestyle that allowed my boys to live without pain to be unnatural. But with the current crisis, the Faerene of Earth can’t escape the wild disturbance of their magic. They can’t make it someone else’s problem and excise that person from the community.” 
 
    So much bitterness spilled from her lips and showed in her tortured expression. Tineke had been holding in this pain for too long. She’d refused to share it—hugged it to her—when Lajos would have been there for her. 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost Bastian and Guido,” I said quietly. “I would have liked to meet them. Maybe they’d have found Earth suited them.” 
 
    “Ha! The Migration selection committee would never have accepted them.” 
 
    “Stupid of them, then. Thank you, Tineke, for trusting me with your story. I will remember that elves aren’t all wise and that the rough magic scares, as well as potentially scars, Faerene. I…have you heard that Harold has put me on the Fae Council?” I provided the change of topic if she wanted it. 
 
    She did. “Challenging.” 
 
    I huffed a breath of rueful laughter. She was too exhausted, though, for me to discuss my worries and whether Harold’s action would save or damn me in Faerene eyes. When the crisis was resolved, there’d be an accounting for activating the orb. I hadn’t been a member of the Fae Council when they’d ordered it. Would that become one of those facts that got lost to history? 
 
    A human could make a handy scapegoat. 
 
    “Tineke, there was one important difference about my situation and yours. The apocalypse wasn’t personal. What happened, what the Faerene had to do to seal the Rift, wasn’t directed at me alone. Whereas your ex-husband’s behavior was a personal abuse of your faith in him. That’s harder to recover from.”  
 
    She avoided eye contact through the slate.   
 
    In comparison to Tineke I was far too young and heart-whole to give advice. Nonetheless, I couldn’t leave her in emotional agony. “Anton broke faith with you, but out of his betrayal came the wonderful gift of Bastian and Guido, and you found a way for them to live without pain. You’re a good mom, Tineke.”  
 
    Finally, I understood why she’d reached out and almost forced our friendship at the human familiar trials. It hadn’t simply been friendship she’d offered. It had been subtle, careful mothering for me as I tried to survive among the Faerene. 
 
    The raw honesty of her story had dragged me to my own new level of maturity. “We’ve both been betrayed. You worst of all, but me by my father. It hurts, but you know what? We kept going. We kept believing that life could be good. You held onto so much hope that you came to a new world.” 
 
    “I couldn’t stand the old one and the people in it,” she muttered. 
 
    I laughed, suddenly confident. “I love you, Tineke. But not as much as Lajos loves you or as much as you love him. I just realized. It’s not Lajos you don’t trust enough to risk a relationship. It’s yourself. Ask him, though, and he’ll tell you that you’re worth any risk. Go on and ask him. There’s lots of things you can do without magic, after all.” I grinned wickedly and ended the call. 
 
    My grin disappeared as I rubbed my hands over my face. I’d expected Istvan back before now, however, given the emotional devastation of Tineke’s story, I was grateful for, rather than upset by, his absence. 
 
    Bitter cold would shock me back to normal, or some facsimile of emotional balance, and outside the night was freezing. The Faerene had built the nearest toilet block for the human familiar trials at a distance from the cookhouse, which was sensible, but not particularly welcome right now. I belted my coat and picked up a candle. I hated the idea of having to relight it, fumbling with a flint striker in the cold and dark in the bathroom, so I walked relatively slowly while guarding the flame.  
 
    The water was so cold my fingers ached when I washed them. Someone had left half-used bars of soap behind, but no towels. I wiped my hands dry as best I could on my clothes and picked up the candle again. My left hand as it cupped the flame protectively was smugly warmer than my right. I’d swap them mid-walk. A bath and clean clothes were a problem for tomorrow. I certainly wasn’t taking an icy shower, tonight. 
 
    In fact, why was I trying to keep the candle alight? There was a fire in the cookhouse for illumination and I could see the ground enough to risk a jog. It wasn’t as if the campsite was full of gopher holes. The sooner I was back in the warmth, the better. 
 
    I inhaled a mouthful of smoke as the candleflame died. Two minutes later I was back inside the cookhouse with my coat spread wide open to catch the heat from the stove. The skin on my face prickled as I defrosted. I sniffed. Then sniffed again rather than find a handkerchief. It’s hard to maintain standards in the wilderness.  
 
    I made a small pot of tea, just for me. 
 
    Where was Istvan? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    With the magic flaring badly, Istvan couldn’t risk flying, which meant that a fish dinner was out. On foot, the Black Sea was too far away. Instead, he caught a deer and ate till a bit past satiety. He wasn’t sure what tonight would ask of him. Better that he be fueled for it. 
 
    Maintaining the steady flow of magic into and around the orb had exhausted him. He hadn’t anticipated it being such a struggle. Nor had Quossa. The unicorn had been concerned, with reason. Istvan had been strong enough to lead the Faerene mission to seal the Rift. Yet an hour of effort protecting the orb from rough magic while also navigating its mysteries had strained him.  
 
    Amy had noticed his exhaustion, but hadn’t comprehended the reasons for it. She had a fledgling’s understanding of magic. She used it at a level barely above instinct. A Faerene magician comprehended and manipulated magic at a far deeper level. Magic was a sense distinct to itself, not a copy of vision, sight or hearing. 
 
    Operating at that level, Istvan had fended off a battering of magic flows that had converged on the orb after he’d activated it.  
 
    Magic wasn’t a simple force like gravity, which acted in a single direction. Magic was more like air currents. 
 
    That simile brought to mind the dragon Soma who’d crashed into the bazaar at Civitas. For a dragon to lose control of magic while flying was unthinkable.  
 
    Each of the people of the Faerene was born with a unique instinct for magic. For griffins, as for dragons, their minds understood magic as a framework for flight. As a dragon, Soma should have been able to shape even the roughest magic flows to enable his controlled descent. That he’d plummeted to his death, all magic ripped away from him, was unnerving. 
 
    Istvan’s claws dug into the dirt of the forest. He’d had a two minute battle with that absence of magic in the cookhouse. The magic flows had suddenly reversed and flung away from the orb as if repelled by it. Istvan had channeled magic through his wings and beak to maintain his connection to the orb. Not his physical wings and beak, but the mental concept of himself that he utilized to center magic. Then the magic flows had abruptly stopped resisting, and battered at the orb again. 
 
    Maintaining a steady flow of magic into the slate for dictation hadn’t taken a fraction of the same effort, which was a matter he needed to discuss with Nora and Quossa. Obviously, slates were simple magical constructs that required minimal magic to operate, and that might be the explanation for the difference. But it could be that the slate was Faerene technology, and as such, even if unconsciously, was designed on principles that aligned with his innate approach to magic. In other words, by instinct he could use it easily. Whereas the orb was a product of human mages, and their instincts for magic were fundamentally different to his. 
 
    Over the last few weeks, Istvan had studied Amy as she operated magical constructs and during her lessons in magic. He’d given her the same lessons a griffin fledgling received—minus the flying—and superficially it had seemed that she worked through them as a fledgling would. The crucial difference showed when she relaxed or lost her focus.  
 
    When a griffin lost concentration on a magic lesson, they dived into the flows of magic. They instinctively reacted to the magic around them as if they flew through it. Great griffin poets had written odes to magic and love with the metaphor of flight. 
 
    When Amy lost concentration on her magic lessons, she began knotting the flows of magic. 
 
    The idea had been so strange to Istvan that he’d taken days to find the conceptual framework and words to describe what he observed. Then he’d observed some more. He was protective of Amy, his familiar partner. Before he discussed her innate approach to magic with Nora—as the scientist appointed by the Fae Council to study human mages—he’d wanted to know that he wasn’t risking Amy’s magical development and future. 
 
    Moreover, he needed to discuss Amy’s magic with Amy, first. 
 
    They had to have that discussion, tonight, because he suspected that his insight into her human instincts for magic tied into the orb’s mention of the world spindle.  
 
    He was no scholar of magic. Those that were would spend years teasing out the implications of humanity’s unique approach to magic, if his observations of Amy and his conclusions were accurate. 
 
    “Istvan!” 
 
    He’d been absorbed in his thoughts and hadn’t heard Nora’s approach. Somehow, whether while hunting or musing, he’d wandered onto the path from the bunker to the campsite. He extended his senses. Nora was alone. “Where’s Quossa?” 
 
    “Advising Vila.” 
 
    Istvan recalled the bunker chief. The nymph had his sympathy. Hers was a heavy responsibility while the feral magic ran wild.  
 
    Nora pushed her head against his, wearily, like a nestling seeking comfort. “We were arrogant, Istvan. Now we’re suffering for our hubris. Dragons falling from the sky. Griffins grounded. We thought me knew everything about Earth, but first the emergence of human mages surprised us, then the bathumas, and now, the planet itself is punishing us.” 
 
    She raised her head. “Not that I believe that last point, but others are saying it. Chad is talking with Fiona, who is monitoring the mood of our people.” Fiona was the goblin member of the Fae Council and responsible for communications. “Apocalyptic thinking. The longer the magic remains unstable, the worse the trauma. Our confidence in the immutability of our magic has been broken. We’ll be a long time healing.” 
 
    “So will the humans, from their apocalypse,” Istvan said. 
 
    Her breath whistled in a sigh. “Yes. Many humans would rejoice if they learned of our troubles.” She flicked her wings out and refolded them. “We should return to the cookhouse. We left Amy alone. Do you know, I never even considered that we left her to guard the orb?” 
 
    Istvan’s crest raised high. Nor had he. 
 
    “Nor did Quossa.” Nora clacked her beak in rueful amusement. “She is one of us.” 
 
    But much more vulnerable. Istvan set a swift pace back through the trees. However, at the edge of the campsite, he halted. He couldn’t hear or smell intruders. 
 
    He considered how Melinda, his unicorn therapist, might advise him. “Nora.” 
 
    “Hmm?” She halted beside him. 
 
    “I intended to discuss the nature of Amy’s magic first with her, but I might be wrong, and besides, you have a better understanding of such things. You’d be better at describing it to her. Explaining it.” He recounted his observations of Amy instinctively knotting streams of magic. “Humans are dexterous in physically creating and manipulating objects. They have fingers and opposable thumbs.” 
 
    “Elves and goblins have hands, too,” Nora objected. “And the orcs. The nymphs.” 
 
    Istvan flicked his tail. Her protest was valid. His counterargument began in a different place. “Dragons are the powerful magicians of Faerene myths. Drako brought magic into the world, exhaling it as smokeless fire from his mouth.” 
 
    “That’s merely a story,” she said uncertainly. 
 
    “You were taught, as I was, that stories which are remembered are remembered because of the truth they contain. It may be a hidden truth.” 
 
    “And what truth does Drako, the first dragon mage, represent?” 
 
    Istvan readjusted his wings. “That the Faerene concept of magic is built on a draconic conceptual framework.” 
 
    The door of the cookhouse opened and closed. Griffins have powerful night vision. He and Nora watched Amy shuffle her way to the toilet block, while shielding a flickering candleflame. 
 
    “Does it all come back to familiars?” Nora asked, contemplatively. “The more powerful of the original magic users, like griffins and dragons, subsumed yet buried their familiars’ other ways of using magic so that we evolved a single instinct for magic on Elysium. Could it be? Could that be how such different peoples manage to exist as a cohesive population?” 
 
    Istvan glanced at her briefly, but kept his watch over the cookhouse with the orb inside it, and Amy who was jogging back to it, her candle extinguished. “Are there examples of different innate approaches to magic on other worlds?” 
 
    The Faerene had migrated to six other worlds, after all. If his theory was correct, there ought to be support for it elsewhere. 
 
    Nora rustled her wings. “I don’t know. When I think of the thaumaturgical people we’ve encountered on other worlds, I can’t recall any who resemble humans—both flightless and with the physical dexterity to manipulate the world with the equivalence of hands.” 
 
    “Quossa approaches,” Istvan reported. 
 
    “We have to discuss this with him,” she said urgently. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The stallion plodded up to them. Unicorns were accustomed to napping through the day and sleeping a solid five hours minimum at night.  
 
    Griffins were blessed with better stamina. Istvan existed on three hours of sleep a night, and given that his body clock was on American time, he wouldn’t feel sleepy for hours yet. 
 
    Piros and other dragons could go even longer without sleep. A dragon could remain awake for a week, but would then crash unconscious for a day or more. 
 
    “Why are you lurking out here?” Quossa grumbled his question, using magic to shape the sound waves, but didn’t stop. He kept plodding toward the cookhouse. 
 
    “Istvan has a theory about human magic,” Nora said. 
 
    “An idea. It’s not—” 
 
    She cut off his protest. “Amy should be part of this discussion.” 
 
    Yes. Yes, she should 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I sat on a blanket that was folded double on the floor beside Istvan. He served as a comfortable backrest as I grappled with his idea, as explained by Nora, that humanity’s instinctive approach to magic fundamentally differed from the Faerene’s.  
 
    Nora spoke intensely. “Magic is the collective ‘what if…?’ of all the unused possibilities in the universe. Those possibilities combine like water molecules do to stream through reality. At least, that is how Faerene understand magic. We conceptualize it as flows. Istvan suspects that humanity understands it as filaments. You spin strands into thread. When you work magic, you knot those threads. 
 
    “As we understand it, the ancient human mages embedded and hid quintessences in the latticework that kept Earth’s magic flows stable for millennia.” She paused. “The alternative idea of spinning magic is fascinating and frightening. The hypothesis is speculative, but potentially profound.” 
 
    Quossa tossed his head in thought. “When the orb broke the latticework that had been holding Earth’s magic in a millennia-old pattern, the magic flows frayed. The world spindle was meant to feed the magic into a stable new pattern.” 
 
    “Or allow time for that pattern to emerge,” Nora guessed. “The spindle was meant to control the rough magic.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands over my knees. “Is it strong enough? If the pattern held Earth’s magic unnaturally stable for longer than my ancestors intended, might the magic now let loose have built up to a point that the world spindle can’t manage it?” 
 
    Nora nodded agreement. “It’s possible. If the spindle proves unable to handle the avalanche of magic flows that we’re experiencing, its structure can still give us clues as to how the ancient mages envisaged it working. It may provide vital insights that we, as Faerene, can’t imagine.” 
 
    “In short.” Quossa stamped a hoof. “We’re back at a conclusion we already reached. We have to find the world spindle.” 
 
    “But we now have a new argument to present to the Fae Council to prioritize the search,” Istvan said. 
 
    Nora tilted her head, fondly. “Istvan, they would have done so anyway, on your recommendation.” 
 
    There were various forms of authority. Istvan wasn’t a scientist, but he had led the sealing of the Rift in addition to being a magistrate. He carried the weight of a lot of people’s expectations.  
 
    Resting against him, I breathed in the musky scent of his feathers and fur. Notes of forest and woodsmoke mixed with his ordinary scent. “They’ll send you to look for it. I’m coming with you. And Rory.” 
 
    “Rory has responsibilities,” Nora said. 
 
    “To the North American Magisterial Territory.” I winced at the exasperated edge to my voice. Tiredness didn’t excuse rudeness. We were in this together to find a solution. 
 
    “The world spindle could be in the South American Territory, not ours,” Istvan said. He, at least, had followed my thinking. “It has to be somewhere that the ancient human mages believed was accessible for their descendants to reach the orb once they’d found it, despite their magic being locked away.” 
 
    “But not too close.” I smothered a yawn. “We learned from the orb during your activation of it that they believed in the power of a journey. They wanted their descendants to think about activating the orb, how they and their world would change. The journey was meant to give them time to psychically prepare.” 
 
    Nora fixed me with a severe glare. Griffins were experts at those fierce looks. “Precious few humans would have been involved in the discovery of the world spindle. For the vast majority, the unleashing of Earth’s magic flows would have come as a shock. You cannot assume—” 
 
    Surprisingly, it was Quossa rather than Istvan or me who interrupted her. “On the contrary, assumptions must be made. We don’t have the luxury of time to research or debate endlessly. It’s getting worse,” he said, bleakly. “With each use of magic we seem to be intensifying the chaotic nature of the planet’s magic flows.” 
 
    “It could be working to a peak before falling away. If we’re talking assumptions,” Nora added snidely. 
 
    “You’re a better scientist than that,” Quossa chided her. “You saw the data trend, same as me. If it holds till two hours before Harold’s promised broadcast, then I’ll advocate—I’ll insist on—a moratorium on all magic use. Three days is the maximum the bunkers can be shut down.” 
 
    Nora’s beak gaped. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “The situation is escalating.”  
 
    They glared at one another. 
 
    “And in that three days we have to find the world spindle?” Istvan asked neutrally. 
 
    “That would be best,” Quossa said with a quirk of wry humor. “You’ll have to portal to wherever it is, so you’ll need to be in place before the moratorium starts.” 
 
    “A complete absence of magic use,” Nora muttered. “It’s an over-reaction.” 
 
    Her boss ignored her. “The ancient mages expected their descendants to locate the world spindle without magic, and from my interpretation of the orb’s communications, without deliberately searching it out.” 
 
    “Millennia have passed,” I said. “It could have been destroyed. Decayed. Buried…They’d have hidden it underground, in a cave!” Where else would you hide something that you desired to keep safe but forgotten? 
 
    “It has to be somewhere that humans could reach,” Istvan said. “Which is why Rory is a good choice to be part of the expedition. Before the moratorium, he’d ensure he was in his human form.” 
 
    I blinked. I’d forgotten about my husband’s other forms: the wolf and the half-form. 
 
    “I agree,” Quossa said. “Nora, return to the bunker and focus on locating the world spindle. Have Chad help you. If the protections around the orb faded enough for a kraken youngster to find it, there might be a variation in the magic flows that’ll point to the spindle’s location. Search in a three thousand mile radius from the Gulf of Mexico. Land, not sea.” 
 
    That was a colossal amount of space to cover. 
 
    Quossa wasn’t finished. “Meantime, Istvan and Amy, see if you can track back from mentions in the orb where the spindle might have come from.” 
 
    I rubbed at my knees again in thought. “The clearest statement doesn’t really help. The Americas are west of where the orb was found. The communication in the orb was to the discoverers who’d ‘spun the sun to them’. I assume that means they were expected to travel east in search of the orb while using, or carrying, the spindle.” 
 
    “If the predominant direction was east, then the spindle couldn’t have been transported from the far north or south,” Istvan calculated.  
 
    Quossa snorted. “Hence my limiting the search to 3,000 miles. Nora, maybe prioritize within 2,000 miles.” He shook his head, mane flying as if shaking off pesky flies. “I’m going to eat, then sleep here for three hours before returning to the bunker. I will meet you there, Nora, and expect an update on your progress and on the magic flows and disaster reports. Amy, could I bother you to open a feedbag and place it on a chair?” 
 
    “Of course.” I scrambled up. 
 
    “A moratorium is too much,” Nora repeated herself. 
 
    “I’ll study the data in four hours,” Quossa said. 
 
    Cold air gusted in the door with Nora’s abrupt departure. 
 
    The unicorn whiffled unhappily. “It’s not that I want to frighten everyone with a moratorium. It’s that the consequences of using rough magic are worse. The disaster reports—thank you, Amy.” He began eating. 
 
    I cuddled up back against Istvan. 
 
    “Nora has reason to worry,” he said. “A three day moratorium will change the development of the Migration. Harold will have to give everyone warning.” 
 
    “Three hours,” Quossa said. 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak. 
 
    “Desperate times, desperate measures.” Since Quossa’s speech was via a magical shaping of the sound waves, he kept eating as he talked. “If we continue employing the rough magic and it blows up our spells, glamours and charms, what then?” 
 
    I began to comprehend the problem. “You’re concerned about how the humans will react. Without their glamours, Faerene settlements near humans will be visible to them.” Faerene towns like Atlanta, which nestled, overlooked and smugly prosperous, within the footprint of the human city. Glamours kept humans from noticing both it and the Faerene journeying to and from it. “Even when the magic is stabilized, humans won’t forget the location of the re-glamoured settlements, will they?” 
 
    “No. A mind wipe of a few individuals is possible, but very rarely approved.” Istvan answered with his authority as both a magician and magistrate. “A town of humans learning of a formerly glamoured Faerene town is too big a target to wipe. I would never approve it. Some settlements might have to be abandoned,” he concluded heavily. 
 
    He meant Faerene settlements. I knew he wasn’t cruel enough to force humans from the refuges they’d found to survive and rebuild from the apocalypse.  
 
    The rough magic was revealing a fundamental flaw in Faerene society: their unrecognized utter dependence on magic. 
 
    I just had to look at Justice to realize that its defenses were primarily magical. It was an open town. The rangers could recruit volunteers and defend it, but they hadn’t planned on doing so without magic. If humans had time to prepare in advance, they could overwhelm the town via sheer numbers. 
 
    What would Faerene like the vampires of Memphis, who’d embedded themselves in amongst humans and whose location was known to human enemies like the militia, do to protect themselves? Would they have to leave their seethe and hide? 
 
    “How long will it take humans to work out that the Faerene’s magic has failed?”  
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud, so Quossa’s solemn response shocked me. 
 
    “You’d be better at estimating that than us.” 
 
    I shook my head, but in disbelief at the situation, not disagreement. “For those living glamoured right next door to humans, it could be a mere couple of hours.” And what would happen then? For individual Faerene already traumatized by their magic flaring and failing, how would they respond to suddenly being on equal ground with their human neighbors? Vulnerable. “That’s why Nora’s worried.” The possibility of violence was strong, and the spark for conflict might come from the Faerene rather than the humans. 
 
    “For most Faerene, a three day moratorium would be an inconvenience and nothing more,” Istvan said. “For those nestled close to a human settlement, they’ll have to decide whether to defend or depart.” 
 
    “There’d be looting, vandalism.” I imagined the horror. Before the apocalypse took away our modern technologies, I’d seen the violent breakdown of human cities on television and heard the stories from travelers, traders and refugees since. “And after the three days are up, the Faerene would reclaim their homes and businesses with magic and violence.” The Faerene were people, as flawed as humans. For some, in amongst the reclamation of what was theirs, there’d also be an opportunity for revenge against the humans who’d stolen from them. “We’re setting up a spiral of distrust.” 
 
    “Only in a few areas,” Istvan said. “And three days may be a short enough time that humans can’t mobilize in sufficient numbers to take advantage of the moratorium. Where the Faerene claimed entire islands, like Crete with the capital of Civitas, and Manhattan Island in our territory, the sea is a sufficient natural defense for a three day moratorium on magic. However, if our magic failed entirely, became too unruly to use, mere geography would be an inadequate barrier against conflict.” 
 
    Either we controlled the feral magic or there’d be war between the Faerene and humanity. 
 
    Quossa finished eating. He clip clopped to the other end of the room and let his head droop. He’d sleep standing up. The night outside was too cold for him, and he clearly preferred not to lie down on the stone floor. 
 
    I looked at Istvan, and lowered my voice in respect for Quossa’s attempt to sleep. “Are you sure you don’t want the blanket to lie on? I have my coat and you. You’re like a giant hot water bottle.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Amy.” 
 
    I was silent for a while, my mind and emotions overwhelmed by the happenings of the day. 
 
    “Justice is safe,” Istvan murmured. “Your family won’t be hurt. The citizens can defend the docks and Rory’s pack will probably change into wolf and half-form before the moratorium begins. They’ll run the perimeter. No forest is close enough for archers to hide in, and we have our own archers. Your family will be safe.” 
 
    “They’ll fight alongside the other townsfolk.” I hugged the coat around me, tucking my chin down. “They’ve chosen their loyalties. Niamh is a Justice police officer, now. They know their neighbors and their neighbors’ families. None of them would sit by and let children be hurt or terrified.” I took a shaky breath.  
 
    Digger and Mike were ex-army. Mike’s sons, Jarod and Craig weren’t, but their father had raised them with the values and ability to defend the innocent. Stella would stay at home and worry. For all her courage and character, she was in her seventies. The apocalypse had left her frail. 
 
    I hoped desperately that the humans in the area, especially those traveling past by boat, weren’t stupid enough to try to enter Justice. The pact had to hold. The town’s leadership had agreed to accept human visitors and traders, but only if they arrived via Memphis. 
 
    Memphis’s human mayor had recognized the changed reality of Earth and was trying to build bridges with the Faerene. He’d have to keep the vampires in his town safe during the moratorium. Would the vampires trust him enough to ask for his help? 
 
    “About the world spindle.” The sooner we found the world spindle and got it working—if we could get it working and if it was the solution, or partial solution, to the rough magic—then the sooner the moratorium could be lifted and violence and bad memories avoided. I had so many doubts, so many unknowns. “Do we really know how it’ll work?” 
 
    “No. But what your ancestors bequeathed you in the orb convinces me that they meant well. They would have made the world spindle simple for you to use.” 
 
    I smoothed his feathers, flattening them against his neck. “They also intended to lock away our magic for just a little while, and it lasted millennia.” 
 
    He rested his tail on my ankles. “Have hope, Amy. When there’s a choice, always stand for hope.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Quossa woke and departed as I closed my journal and settled in beside Istvan to sleep. Between the stone floor beneath the blanket, the troubles, and the fact that my body clock was set to a different time zone, I expected a broken night’s sleep, and that’s what I got. I rose with the sun and was making porridge when Nora arrived. 
 
    She and Quossa were losing a lot of time traveling to and from the bunker. 
 
    She halted outside to shake the rain from her feathers and fur before entering. “I apologize. Inflicting the smell of wet fur on a meal space is uncouth, but I’m conserving magic use.” 
 
    “It’s gotten worse?” Istvan’s question was very nearly a statement. 
 
    “Quossa reported the increased intensity of the rough magic to the Fae Council. They’re discussing the details of the moratorium. They had no viable option but to approve it. Three and a half hours ago, the island of Dragao sank. There was a clan of goblins living there, fisherfolk, and two thousand humans. Fifteen survivors. Twelve goblins and three humans. Dragao was between Reunion Island and Madagascar. Too far from either for anyone to reach them in time. One boat made it out.” 
 
    Silently, I divided the bacon I’d fried for Istvan onto two platters and put a pot of tea beside each. Istvan had hunted his own dinner last night, and his griffin metabolism meant he didn’t have to eat yet, but the hot snack would be appreciated. Nora seemed to need it even more. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    I understood her emotions. When you were mourning, kindness undid you. I patted her shoulder and sat down to my own meal of porridge. My churning stomach was grateful for its blandness. 
 
    “Amy, you were right. The ancients must have hidden the spindle underground. When you activated the orb, the initial communication said they had renounced their magic and were waiting for the mundane humans’ technology to reach the stage where it could kill the bathumas. If they were waiting for that development, then they’d have hidden the world spindle somewhere that required a technological advance to reach.” 
 
    Istvan’s tail flicked. “We missed a patent fact about the orb. The krakenling who found it did so underwater at a distance from land and beneath the surface that a human with primitive technologies couldn’t reach. At a minimum, you’d have required a breathing tube to survive its retrieval.” 
 
    Nora’s limp feathers ruffled with interest.  
 
    I kept a neutral expression on my face. The rain had woken the scent of her earlier fear on her plumage. It wasn’t the best aroma to share breakfast with. 
 
    She gulped some tea and bobbed her head at Istvan. “So the world spindle would have to be concealed at a location equally difficult for a human to access.” She looked at me. “What sort of equipment would you take spelunking that an ancient human wouldn’t have had?” 
 
    “Light is the obvious one.” I didn’t even have to think about that. “They’d have had torches or maybe basic lamps. I’m not sure how deep underground, or the distance underground, that they could have traveled with those.” Idly, I scraped up the remnants of porridge in my bowl. “Archaeologists have found quite impressive ancient earthworks and excavations. People weren’t afraid to go underground.” 
 
    “Rope,” Istvan said. 
 
    I tapped the spoon. “They’d have had rope, but maybe not as long or as reliable, and with their light coming from naked flames, I doubt they’d have swung far on a rope.” 
 
    “The ancient mages might have employed a crevice as a natural barrier.” Nora was taking mental notes of the conversation. 
 
    “Distance underground, hazards.” I began clearing our dishes to the sink. “The other question is what did the ancients do that they were confident their descendants would find the world spindle? That’s what I’ve been thinking about. In the orb they mentioned stars, but there aren’t stars underground. Glow worms, maybe. Or did they mean stars metaphorically, like the quintessences that they sung into place for the latticework?” 
 
    Nora preened a couple of feathers, and spat one out. She immediately apologized. “Sorry.” She pecked it up and dropped it in the scrap bucket on top of an apple core and cheese rinds. “We haven’t detected any quintessences.” 
 
    But then, Nora’s team hadn’t detected the quintessences that had held up the latticework pattern. There could be quintessences underground. Ancient human magic had proven elusive for the Faerene. 
 
    Istvan stretched, cautiously. The cookhouse didn’t leave him much room. “Have you and Chad identified potential sites?” 
 
    “It depends. Chad argues that the locations where we hypothesize that magic is coalescing into djinn are the most likely sites for the spindle. His idea is that the spindle is an anomaly that would attract magic, and consequently, feed the creation of a djinn.” 
 
    “The idea has merit.” 
 
    Nora grumbled. “Too many assumptions. But Quossa agrees with you. We have two sites in the South American Territory and one in yours. The first is in the center of the Yucatan Peninsula. The ancient people of the region knew those caves. The area is limestone. The second South American site is at the northern edge of the Amazon basin among the tabletop mountains, the tepui.” 
 
    “On a mountain? Not in a cave? I thought we thought—” 
 
    Nora spoke over my impulsive interruption. “There are sinkholes. The landscape is eerie. My brother delights in the area and has had me traverse it a couple of times.” 
 
    I stared at her with big eyes. This was the first that I’d heard she had a brother and that he’d also joined the Migration. “You have family here?” 
 
    “She has. Hush,” Istvan said. 
 
    I frowned, embarrassed that I’d required the reminder to focus. 
 
    “Devin even goes underground. The caves are big enough to allow a griffin, at least in the beginning. However, I never noticed any unusual concentration of magic, nor has he mentioned one.” 
 
    I didn’t ask why her clever Faerene scientific technology had failed to detect the world spindle or ripples from it prior to the unlocking of Earth’s magic flows. The krakenling’s discovery of humanity’s pearl and the lethal emergence of the previously unknown bathumas were evidence that the Faerene technologies’ calibrations weren’t one hundred percent accurate. 
 
    “And the third location?” Istvan asked. 
 
    “North America. East of the Grand Canyon in the area of Monument Valley. We rated it third likeliest. There are caves in the region, but there’s also a lot of open ground. It’s difficult to imagine that any resources, including shelter, have gone unexplored by humans.” 
 
    I’d had an excellent education, pre-apocalypse, which made the gaps in my knowledge confronting. All the oldies who’d gone on about the internet rotting children’s motivation and ability to memorize what they could instead of looking it up later may have had a point. “Monument Valley is where they have those big rocks, right? The mesas, from the old Westerns?” 
 
    “Mesas, yes,” Nora said. “Westerns? I don’t know.” 
 
    “Movies. Westerns are—were—movies. Well, they could be books, too. Music, country and western.” My brain was connecting dots while I babbled. “There are First Peoples out there. Hopi, Navajo.” 
 
    “Pueblo and Ute.” Nora seemed to have no trouble with her memory. “All the locations have people with local legends, but we don’t have time to research their stories.” 
 
    Research could be as simple as asking them…and yet, the question was who among them did you ask, and why would they trust any of us, even human me, with answers? 
 
    Steam rose up from the hot water I poured into the sink. 
 
    “Quossa had an idea.” Nora sounded uncertain. “Involving Amy.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her. 
 
    She answered my silent question. “The initial communication from the orb mentioned a concept of acua, of opening a third eye to sense energy or, potentially, magic. Quossa suggested that this may be an instinctive human approach to magic which our training, both at the human familiar trials and later with Istvan, squashed.” 
 
    I flicked my hands free of water and dried them cursorily on my trousers.  
 
    Nora crouched, bringing herself to my height. “We identified human mages by their instinctive use of magic. You channeled yours into healing the people of your town. Your magic followed your emotions. It answered your greatest desire, which was to save others. Quossa’s idea is to open your third eye, or at least, to exercise a related talent, by focusing on your emotions.” 
 
    “Okay.” I was ready to try it, and Istvan was silent, so it couldn’t be a terrible idea. “What do I do?” 
 
    Nora’s wings rippled as she prepared herself. She seemed reluctant. Maybe the unscientific nature of this approach appalled her. “Think of Rory.” 
 
    That was easy enough.  
 
    “He is in great danger,” she said. 
 
    “What?!” I swung around to stare at Istvan. 
 
    His claws scraped loudly over the stone floor and his tail whipped against the wall. “In my absence, Rory is responsible for all magical happenings and threats in the North American Territory. With the rough magic, he is in grave danger as he takes the lead in rescuing people.” 
 
    I’d known that truth, but hearing the danger said out loud made it more real. 
 
    “He could die,” Nora said. “Now, in the next hour, tomorrow. Swiftly or with painful slowness from a spell’s failure. If we had the world spindle we could tame the rough magic and save him. You could save him.” 
 
    I could hear my own breathing and it was too fast. A small part of my brain registered that I had to let these feelings take me. This was the emotional driver that Quossa had told Nora to trigger in me. I allowed my fear and panic to rise. 
 
    Nora said harshly. “You could save or damn all of us, Amy. You have to find the world spindle. Where is it?” 
 
    Rory. 
 
    But also Istvan and my family. The rest of our pack. The people of Justice. Everyone who’d survived the apocalypse and the sealing of the Rift. 
 
    I turned instinctively to face west. 
 
    Nora switched on her slate. Despite her tiredness, she channeled magic into it, bringing up a map. 
 
    I stared at two familiar continents, the Americas. 
 
    “North America.” My voice sounded hoarse, strained. 
 
    Nora zoomed in again and again as I nodded with each closer focus. The Grand Canyon appeared and vanished. Monument Valley showed up. 
 
    Greater and greater detail. Less and less options. None yet were the truth that something in me fought to find. 
 
    “There.” I put my finger on the map before retreating three steps and leaning against the sink. It cut into my spine and I didn’t care about the discomfort. I was unsteady, both from what I had done and the sensation of moving, or being moved, by whatever had flowed through me. Plus, I trembled from the emotions of fear for Rory and everyone. 
 
    “Seventeen miles from where Chad located the djinn.” Nora eyed me with a gaze that hovered between awe and doubt. 
 
    “Then we have our first location,” Istvan said, repeating the coordinates and committing them to memory. 
 
    I turned back to the sink. The water had cooled. I emptied it halfway and added hot water. Immersing my hands up to the wrists in the warm water helped to chase away my shivers. 
 
    “You say there’s a djinn in the spindle valley?” Istvan asked Nora. 
 
    “Chad believes that is the simplest explanation for the anomalous magic reading. It is a concentrated, chaotic bundle of magic. Active magic.” 
 
    Istvan tapped my ankle with his tail. It was his attempt to subtly check on me and reassure me. He could be awkward with emotions. 
 
    I nodded at him to say that I was okay, without interrupting the discussion between him and Nora. 
 
    She was focused on the map on the slate. “Opening a portal near that much concentrated magic would be risky even if it was controlled. You’ll have to arrive at the edge of it. I’d prefer a buffer of a hundred miles.” 
 
    “Two miles,” Istvan said. “I’m not wasting time traveling. I’ll control the portal. Chances are I can’t fit underground, anyway. So I’ll be responsible for getting everyone there and back. Which means, Amy, we’ll portal to Justice first to collect Rory and the others who’ll accompany us. I’d like two additional humans.” 
 
    The only humans whom Istvan knew in Justice were my family. “Who?” 
 
    “Jarod and Digger.” 
 
    “They don’t have magic,” I said uncertainly. 
 
    My urge to protect them by excluding them was undermined by the knowledge that both would volunteer, and that this was their choice. They had supported me in my increasing involvement in Faerene society, an involvement that had led to them leaving their own home due to the suspicion of their neighbors and moving to a Faerene town. I had to support them and their free choice. 
 
    Istvan dipped his head to my level, his beak gently touching my face, before he straightened. “It could be that the ancient human mages set up the world spindle to be found by humans without access to magic.” 
 
    “In which case we need someone like Jarod or Digger,” I concluded. Both of them were about as magical as tree stumps—to Jarod’s disappointment. He’d been the one to wheedle a magic abilities test out of the apothecary Sabinka. The others had taken Istvan and Rory’s word for their lack of magic ability. “They’ll readily go with us.” 
 
    “Yes. But we should give them time to prepare. Nora, who is going to guard humanity’s orb in our absence?” 
 
    “Thane and Daud.” 
 
    “An orc and a dragon,” he said, likely for my benefit. “Good choices. When will they get here?” 
 
    I’d never realized before how much of disaster management was about the dissemination and control of information. Even informally between us, it stole time and could cause frustration. 
 
    I took my frustration out on the frying pan, scrubbing at a burned on piece of bacon. 
 
    “Vadim said at dawn. They’re to portal in from Civitas with additional supplies.” 
 
    Portals were risky with the magic growing increasingly chaotic. To reach the world spindle in the timeframe, we had to use them. 
 
    How often could you be lucky before luck ran out? 
 
    The memory of Soma haunted me. A dragon had plummeted from the sky with the aerodynamic grace of a rock. Currently, magic couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    I concentrated on scrubbing the frying pan. I could control whether it was clean or dirty.  
 
    “Then they’ll be here shortly,” Istvan said. “We’ll leave immediately following their arrival.” 
 
    His decision flooded me with relief. I had to brace my arms against the sink. When I did, my head turned automatically to stare at the orb on its cushion in the center of the table. It had caused so much trouble. Maybe later, if we recovered well from the current global magical disaster, I’d be more appreciative of the knowledge it contained. For now, I’d be glad to leave it behind.  
 
    “I’ll be ready,” I said. In reality, all I had to do was put my coat back on. 
 
    Thane and Daud arrived as I finished cleaning the sink and my hands of bacon grease. Given the dragon’s size, they consulted with Istvan and Nora outside the cookhouse. I wasn’t interested in their discussion, anyway. My focus was on returning home. After the emotions Nora had purposely stirred up in me, I wouldn’t settle until I’d seen Rory. 
 
    “Amy,” Istvan called. 
 
    I buttoned my coat before walking out into the frosty morning. The air stung my nose and cheeks. 
 
    Istvan and I said brief farewells before crossing to the far side of the campsite. 
 
    Thane went into the cookhouse to guard the orb. 
 
    Nora and Daud stood in front of it, watching us. 
 
    “Wait for my order, then run through the portal,” Istvan said.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Reality shimmered. 
 
    “Now,” Istvan snapped. 
 
    I ran through the center of the portal, then sharply to the right so that there was room for Istvan’s fast entrance. He’d opened the portal to the street in front of the magistrate hall. 
 
    He followed me through two seconds later. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Istvan and I left the Pontic Mountains in the early hours of the morning. When we dashed through the portal we arrived in Justice around midnight.  
 
    The late hour didn’t prevent a hundred people running to meet us as they sensed the major magic of the portal. 
 
    “Istvan and Amy,” Berre shouted. He was pack, a friend, and one of the magisterial guard unit members. He was also in his half-form as a werewolf, which meant he was massive when he picked me up and hugged me. I half flew when, at Rory’s arrival, Berre passed me to him. 
 
    Rory caught me and for a few seconds nothing else mattered. All the worry for him that I’d been holding in evaporated. He was here, with me. We’d keep each other safe.  
 
    Istvan wasn’t permitted a private moment. Everyone crowded around him, filling the night with noisy chaos. “Be quiet!” He so seldom shouted that doing so now silenced everyone. “We have no time. There are preparations to be made before Harold’s broadcast, which is in six hours. I want my night clerks, plus Radka, Dorotta, Berre and Yana.” 
 
    The magistrate hall was set up to run twenty four hours a day. The night clerks were all present, although now looking sheepish. They’d abandoned their duties to rush out and greet us. Dorotta was noticeably absent. A big copper-colored dragon is difficult to miss. That Yana, Berre’s mate and Rory’s lieutenant, wasn’t pushing in to claim a hug meant she was off on a job, as well. 
 
    After a couple of fractional nods from Rory, two pack members split off from the crowd to seek out the missing people Istvan requested. 
 
    And Istvan hadn’t finished yet. “Someone fetch Amy’s brother, Jarod, and Digger.” 
 
    Jarod, like Yana, would have been pushing forward if he was present. 
 
    Digger was less obtrusive, and not just because he was older. “I’m here. Jarod is on the docks.” 
 
    “I’ll get him.” The cry came from Hew, one of Jarod’s new elf friends.  
 
    I slipped from Rory’s arms to give Digger a hug. Surviving the apocalypse together, before we’d met any Faerene in person, had cemented our relationship as adopted father and daughter. The army produced scarily competent sergeants, and Digger was a prime example. I’d trust him not merely with my life, but with Rory’s. 
 
    He kissed my temple. “Niamh and Craig are sleeping at the house. We’re dividing our time so that someone is always with Stella.” 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t worry.” He gave my shoulders a quick squeeze before turning me around to start up the steps to the grand front entrance of the magistrate hall. “But no one should be alone right now, and she’s better at home than out.” 
 
    Given the mob following Istvan inside, a lot of people didn’t want to be alone. And, of course, everyone craved news. 
 
    Discipline held, however. Only those Istvan had named squashed into his office with him. Pack and friends gave me small smiles, pats and greetings as they returned to their own business, albeit with definite reluctance and curiosity. 
 
    In turn, I studied them with growing concern. Over the slate, Tineke had mentioned that the rough magic made Faerene feel sick. She’d compared it to the flu, and she’d had the pale face and shakiness of a flu victim.  
 
    As the energy boost from the excitement of Istvan’s arrival subsided, the Faerene around me seemed to collectively inhale and brace themselves to endure. Their faces fell into lines of determination. 
 
    “Close the doors, please.” 
 
    Berre and Emil sprang to obey Istvan’s order.  
 
    Sorcha, a werewolf member of our pack, a former military intelligence officer, and currently a leatherworker with her own shop, sketched a salute. “I’ll stand guard outside and keep people away.” 
 
    In normal times, Istvan would have activated the ward on his office door for privacy. As it was, the physical barrier of the doors probably couldn’t defeat a werewolf’s hearing. Sorcha wanted information, but she’d keep others from eavesdropping. 
 
    “Thank you. Let Dorotta, Yana and Jarod in when—” 
 
    “I’m here!” Jarod skidded inside Istvan’s office, interrupting the black griffin. “Amy.” He was slighter than Rory, but his wiry arms were still strong. He squished me in a hug. “Don’t go running into danger.” 
 
    The doors thudded shut, closing out Hew’s interested face. 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak. “Actually, I want you to run into danger with her, Jarod.” 
 
    My adopted brother’s arms dropped in shock. “Really?” 
 
    “Activating the orb unlocked Earth’s magic from its unnaturally stable pattern. This rough magic was meant to be controlled. The ancient human mages intended for the orb to be located and activated after a world spindle had been discovered. We must find that spindle. The situation is worsening. Harold is going to declare an extinction level threat and order a three day moratorium on magic use. We have to retrieve the world spindle in that time.” 
 
    “Holy hells.” 
 
    Jarod wasn’t alone in swearing. 
 
    Istvan dipped his head in agreement. “Nora has found us three possible locations. They might be completely wrong, but we will begin with them. Because of time constraints, we will have to risk portaling.” 
 
    I interjected. “Two of the locations are in South America. The third, the most likely in my opinion, is marginally east of the Grand Canyon.” 
 
    “I trust Amy’s instincts on this choice,” Istvan said. “The blood of the ancient human mages runs through her. They had a concept akin to the third eye. Acua, an awareness of Earth’s power. We believe it might approximate to sensing magic. Amy feels the strongest draw in the direction of the Grand Canyon.” 
 
    No one laughed or questioned that our critical mission was to be guided by my hunch. 
 
    “We need humans to accompany us, since the ancient mages would have hidden the world spindle somewhere they believed that their descendants could reach—enabled by technology rather than magic.” Istvan outlined his thinking on the ancients’ requirement that their descendants, mixed with mundanes, be able to kill and defend against the bathumas. 
 
    Emil cleared his throat. “Speaking of bathumas…” 
 
    “We’ll get to current threats and disasters,” Istvan said. “The expedition must be decided. Jarod, you are a fearless climber, are you willing to join us belowground? I may be unable to physically fit where you are required to venture, but Rory and Nils will accompany Amy.”  
 
    As members of the magisterial guard unit, he didn’t ask Rory and Nils. They were his to command, and Rory wouldn’t let me go without him; not on something this dangerous. Jarod and Digger, however, had a choice. 
 
    “I’m going,” Jarod said. 
 
    Digger folded his arms and stared at Istvan. 
 
    “We’re only taking one other human. Digger?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jarod winced. “Ooh, Dad won’t like that.” 
 
    “Mike’s at the salvage yard,” Digger said. What he meant was that Mike wasn’t present to protest. Besides which, Digger was fitter. Mike had strength from his blacksmithing, but Digger had greater agility and endurance. 
 
    For Istvan, Digger’s inclusion, and Mike’s exclusion, didn’t require further discussion. “Berre, you and Yana are to outfit our expedition for spelunking and desert travel. Rory, I’ll have Radka and Dorotta brief me on territorial matters. The one preparation no one can undertake for you is sleep. So that’s your priority. Nils, same for you. You should be able to snatch four hours, now. Digger, have someone show you and Jarod to guest rooms. You can doublecheck the kit Yana and Berre supply when you wake. Go.” Having dismissed us, Istvan turned to Emil, who’d wanted to discuss bathumas. 
 
    Emil gestured to Radka. The adorably fussy vampire night clerk preferred to do things in an orderly fashion, and that included having his boss, the chief clerk, speak first. 
 
    Radka had a folder of notes. “We’ve contained a forest overgrowth devourment in…” 
 
    I didn’t need sleep as urgently as Rory did, but I was greedy for all the time with him that I could steal, so I hustled him out. 
 
    Everyone whom Istvan had dismissed followed us.  
 
    Sorcha grabbed Berre as we exited. “Caving. They’ll need harnesses.” Her expertise as a leatherworker would be useful. 
 
    “I’ll speak to Peggy about food.” Wendell vanished in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    Nils followed him since the guard quarters and his bed were on the other side of the kitchen yard. 
 
    People who’d scattered in the face of Sorcha’s scowl, drew close again. Digger picked one out. “Rafe.”  
 
    The teenage son of the magistrate hall’s stablemaster pushed through the crowd. He wore a bright orange scarf around his neck. He was a centaur and he literally pawed the ground in his eagerness as Digger gave him instructions. 
 
    “Find Mike at the docks. Tell him that Amy and Istvan have returned and that Jarod and I will be leaving with them after Fae King Harold’s broadcast. Ask him to get Stella, Niamh, Craig and himself here in four to five hours from now.” 
 
    The crowd listened as avidly as Rafe before scattering as the centaur kid spun and cantered out. 
 
    “Sabinka’s doing,” Jarod said. Sabinka was Justice’s deputy mayor and a nymph apothecary. “She asked for teenage volunteers to act as messengers and run notes across town. While on duty they wear an orange scarf from Pavel’s clothing store.” 
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation, the corners of my mouth twitched. Pavel was a haute couture designer with an excellent opinion of himself, his talents and his business. If he heard Jarod describe his boutique as a clothing store, he’d hit him. Probably with a stick of scented tailor’s chalk. 
 
    “If a warning, or good news, has to go out to everyone, Peggy’s family are building a wooden bell tower. Dad donated the bell. Craig salvaged it from Osceola,” Jarod added, rightly proud of our family’s contribution to Justice’s emergency response system. 
 
    The Faerene Migration had been planned on principles of justice and fairness. To seal the Rift and keep it sealed, they’d knocked humanity back to a Renaissance era level of existence. However, they’d also signed on to live in the same manner, with a few advantages like the slates. The bunkers were where their advanced technologies, scientific research and contact with other Faerene worlds via world-viewers were maintained. The bunkers held everything the Faerene needed for their survival now and into the future. 
 
    Or so they’d believed. 
 
    If the feral magic destroyed the bunkers, what then? How far would Faerene and human societies regress? 
 
    The relevant issue here and now and without borrowing trouble (of which we already had an oversupply) was that Justice had been founded to operate as a Renaissance town. That meant that apart from the slates, which they wouldn’t be able to use for three days, they had no equivalent of a telephone network.  
 
    Messengers wouldn’t be the sole temporary measures currently in place. And when the moratorium was announced, those measures would become more important. 
 
    “Captain Olsen,” Rory called to Justice’s chief of police, who’d just entered the hall. “I don’t have the details, but in his broadcast, Harold will announce a three day moratorium on using magic. Istvan and I will be leaving Justice shortly after that. I am under orders to sleep before then, and I need to.”  
 
    Olsen, a very scary elf, nodded with an even grimmer air of resolution than normal. 
 
    Others, however, greeted the end of Rory’s short statement with a barrage of questions and exclamations. They closed in around us as he tried to lead me to the stairs up to our room and the guest rooms. 
 
    Rory snarled.  
 
    I’d never felt the full, aggressive power of his alpha status before. I found it thrilling, but I was his mate.  
 
    The people around us looked as if they were going to pee themselves. 
 
    “I’ll oversee preparation for the moratorium,” Olsen said into the silence. 
 
    Confused by the odd note in the police chief’s voice, I peeked around Rory. 
 
    Olsen smirked at the mob. He appeared amused and satisfied by the townsfolk’s subdued state. “I’ll work with Radka and Yana.” 
 
    “Dorotta is returning.” Rory kept walking to the stairs. 
 
    Digger shoved Jarod to follow us. 
 
    “We’ll be ready for Harold’s broadcast,” Olsen promised. 
 
    Rory raised a hand in acknowledgement. He moved with his usual casual stride, one that covered ground effortlessly, but the lines around his eyes and mouth were disturbing. The magic sickness would have struck him harder than many because he used magic more than most.  
 
    He was my priority.  
 
    I pointed out guest rooms to Digger and Jarod and excused myself with the promise to talk after we’d all slept. I’d snatched some sleep at the cookhouse, but Rory waited for me and he needed rest. 
 
    We closed the double doors to our room and I slid across the bar that bolted it. When Istvan had originally assigned me the room, the Faerene staff had regarded my request for a physical means of securing it as odd. They utilized wards. The bar wasn’t so odd, now. Hearing it thud into place had a weight of stress sliding off me, and off Rory. 
 
    He set the alarm clock before reaching for me. 
 
    Clothes came off in between kisses. His body was a familiar wonder. Some of the scars he wore he’d given brief explanations for. Others were anonymous badges of pain and survival. I touched the mark of claws over the left side of his ribs. 
 
    He gave a low, rumbly growl, and then, we were making love, foreplay foreshortened by the desperate desire to be together and for the release of orgasm.  
 
    As much as I’d worried for him, he’d worried for me, and in a few hours we’d face new dangers. The orb might have described djinn, but encountering one would be totally different to half-understood, theoretical knowledge. 
 
    “Here and now. You and me. Forever.” Maybe similar thoughts were circling in Rory’s mind. 
 
    Exhausted, he fell asleep without our usual cuddle. 
 
    I tucked the covers around us and left my hand on his chest, falling asleep to the relaxed sound of his breathing. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The clerks’ room was off limits to the general public. I sneaked in, or rather, I entered quietly and Dorotta immediately saw me and beckoned me over to where she stood against the back wall. Radka was in the middle of the desks and chaos, surrounded not only by her clerks but by magisterial guards. In Istvan and Rory’s absence, Radka and Dorotta were to take joint command of the magistrate hall and responsibility for the North American Territory. Urwin and Wendell maintained a slate each. Dorotta and I watched the incoming reports and eavesdropped on conversations. 
 
    The magistrate hall staff recorded reports and discussed them with guards, plotting incidents to try and reveal overall patterns. Data came in intermittently from the research bunkers, as well as via individual inhabitants of the territory. Some of the latter protested vociferously on being told that they were on their own. Advice, on occasion, was given as to how to handle a problem, but we were no longer sending out our people. 
 
    “When the moratorium lifts, we’ll be ready to act,” Dorotta said. 
 
    But first everyone had to survive the worsening rough magic. I no longer felt the chaotic streams of magic as I had when the orb unlocked Earth’s magic from its ancient pattern. However, any of the Faerene I looked at showed its effects. The magic sickness struck hardest those who used their magic the most, which defined the key personnel in this room. 
 
    Dorotta’s copper scales had acquired a greenish bronze hue and she’d tucked her wings in tight, clamping them against her body.  
 
    “I’m sorry for Soma’s death. My condolences,” I said. I wasn’t sure if Dorotta had been friends with the blue dragon who’d died in Civitas, but vision of his crash-landing would have traumatized all dragons. 
 
    “He was an honorable dragon. And funny. People often overlooked his sense of humor.” 
 
    They had been friends. I touched her wing gently.  
 
    “We honor those who fly before us by living well.” Dorotta inhaled with a rattle deep in her chest. “Excuse me. I need to smoke.” 
 
    I moved aside so that she could leave to expel her agitated smoke. If magic had been working as it should, she could have stayed and extracted the smoke from the room. 
 
    If magic had been working as it should, Dorotta wouldn’t have been trying to hide her tears. 
 
    Radka looked from Dorotta to me in silent question. 
 
    I gave her an unhappy smile and a nod. Things were as okay as they could be in the circumstances. 
 
    Dragons were among the strongest, as well as indisputably the largest, of the Faerene. A substantial number had joined the Migration: enough to recover from the rough magic even if they lost more people. But what would happen to the smaller groups, people like the amphibious Huh or the Naga? If their populations took a hit, could they survive?  
 
    The bunkers held genetic stock, but the bunkers weren’t safe zones at the moment. 
 
    I shouldn’t have asked, not even in my mind. It was challenging fate. 
 
    Radka beckoned me over. “I’m not showing you this to be cruel, Amy.” 
 
    My chest and gut muscles tensed. 
 
    She asked an elf clerk to maintain a slate for us. While the other slates were positioned for everyone in the room to observe, this one was angled solely for us. “The moratorium gives us a breathing space. It’s desperately needed. Some of the Faerene would have been renouncing magic anyway, and not in the small ways of the dragons and griffins being grounded.” 
 
    Vision appeared on the slate. 
 
    I recognized the figures. They were Huh, humanoid frogs about three feet tall.  
 
    “The Huh are reviled on Elysium.” Radka stared at the slate. Her slender fingers gripped the edge of the desk hard. The bark-pattern of her dryad skin was more noticeable than normal due to exhaustion. “Our largest population on Earth is in the Everglades. Dorotta took them under her wing.” 
 
    The largest of the Huh was tying another Huh’s wrists and ankles to a hammock that was stretched out between two stakes driven into the ground. 
 
    I had no idea what the Huh were doing or why Radka watched. I leaned closer to the slate. “Dorotta introduced me to the Huh when she flew me to Miami. We stopped off along the way. She gave them charcoal. They ate it as a treat.” 
 
    With the current Huh secured in her hammock two feet off the ground, the free Huh moved to another Huh and another hammock and repeated the binding process. As the vision pulled back, I saw three rows of Huh lying in hammocks, some bound and others waiting to be bound. 
 
    “When Sam finishes, he’ll climb into the last hammock, secure himself, and endure till it is safe to be freed. The Huh fear losing their minds over losing their lives.” Radka wiped a tear off her cheek. “We have to steady the magic flows for the Huh to live. Dorotta is one of their two sworn guardians. It’s an important position in their culture, one given to an outsider. The other guardian is an elf who lives on the edge of the Everglades. She’s another botanist, like Nils.” 
 
    “Radka.” My voice emerged huskily from my dry throat. “The Huh are amphibians. They’ve staked themselves out in the open, with no shade.” 
 
    “Their skin will dry, crack and fester.” Professional calm steadied her voice. “At the end of the moratorium Dorotta will risk herself translocating in to free them regardless of whether the magic flows have steadied. Three days is as long as the youngest Huh can survive.” 
 
    “Why?” When I’d met the Huh, I hadn’t particularly liked them. There’d been a childlike naivety to them, a directness and insularity that struck me as rude. They’d shown no sympathy for the suffering of humanity, dismissing the survivors who’d chosen to stay in Miami as crazy people. 
 
    “Maeve, shut down the slate.” 
 
    The elf channeling magic gave Radka a grateful looked and sighed, shoulders slumping, as the slate went blank. She staggered away, wiping her hands on her skirt. 
 
    “The Huh’s magic is necromancy,” Radka said. “They raise the dead. If they’re exposed to more magic than their bodies can cope with, they raise the dead without meaning to. On Elysium, they’re reviled. They’ve adopted a weird, crude culture, presenting to outsiders as if they’re intellectually limited. According to Dorotta, it’s a psychological protective mechanism and an act of defiance.” 
 
    Finally, Radka looked away from the blank slate to me. “When the Huh raise the dead, a little bit of their mind is sucked along their magic to guide the corpse, whether the corpse is that of a sentient being or an animal. Raise enough dead and the Huh become the zombies. They fear the death of their minds more than of their bodies. That’s why they suspend themselves in the air to suffer. Being bound clear of water and earth, their two natural elements and the elements in which corpses reside, prevents their magic from acting.” 
 
    She held my wrist. “It’s an awful thing to witness, but if that’s all we can do for them, I believe we owe them our grief. In times of tragedy, distinguishing between desperation and heroism is almost impossible.” 
 
    “If the Huh survive, they’ll do so on their terms.” The Huh’s actions compelled pity, but they also angered me. Maybe I was actually angry at being helpless to save them—except that by finding and activating the world spindle, we hoped we could steady Earth’s magic flows and save all the Faerene. 
 
    Radka was reinforcing emotionally, viscerally, the urgency and stakes of our expedition. 
 
    I found it very easy to direct my anger at her. “Humans made similar terrible choices less than a year ago. Our apocalypse stuck us in situations where there were only bad options. No salvation. We called that the Faerene Apocalypse, but humanity bore it, not you. Now, you are bearing the burden and I sympathize and I will help you, but you don’t get to complain that your suffering is special. Every being on this planet feels pain. Every person matters.” 
 
    Around us, the room went silent. 
 
    I stared back at the people observing Radka and me. I wouldn’t apologize for stating the truth.   
 
    Arnout stuck his head in the door. As a goblin, and a tradesman who generally employed limited magic, he was one of the Faerene suffering least from magic sickness. “Dad’s here with Stella.” 
 
    I strode steadily from the clerks’ room. In a couple of hours I’d be risking my life and my friends’, both Faerene and human, in the hope of stabilizing Earth’s magic. I needed my family. 
 
    Craig walked beside the pony cart, while Stella rode with Arthur. In his leather jacket and jeans, Craig appeared incongruously normal. He could have been any good-looking guy, pre-apocalypse. But our new normal was a Renaissance world with magic and magical people, and now, that magic was itself threatened. 
 
    I helped Stella down from the cart, and she hugged me, her old lady arms surprisingly strong. We stood at the bottom of the steps at the front of the magistrate hall. The blanket she’d been wrapped in over her coat and headscarf fell to the ground. 
 
    Craig scooped it up, slinging it over a shoulder.  
 
    I freed an arm to grip his. 
 
    For a second he rested his head against mine. “Don’t be too brave, sis. And don’t let Jarod be either.” 
 
    He wanted us to be safe. 
 
    Our hearts wished that for everyone, but to achieve it, some of us had to walk into danger. I understood his pain. Being the one left behind to wait hurt. 
 
    Peggy’s husband, Arthur, leaned from the pony cart. “Tell Peggy I’ve had a bite to eat. Supplies need delivering. I’ll be back for the broadcast.” 
 
    “Will do.” Craig slapped the pony’s dappled gray rump as Arthur shook the reins. 
 
    Unimpressed by either of them, the sturdy pony had its ears pricked in the direction of the stables. It stood unmoving. 
 
    “I’ll eat you,” Arthur shouted, although he was ordinarily a mild-mannered goblin and not a werewolf or dragon. Horse wasn’t on his menu.  
 
    In response to the empty threat, the pony did what ponies do. It would be collected later by the street cleaner. Muck had valued. Once rotted, it would be utilized as fertilizer in the fields. 
 
    “I miss cars,” Craig said as the pony finally condescended to walk on. 
 
    Stella smiled as we started up the stairs arm in arm. “I had a pony like that when I was a girl. Stubborn as a goat. He’d have done well during the apocalypse.” Her voice lost its nostalgic wistfulness. “And now we have trouble, again. Tineke explained things to me. She sends her good wishes, Amy. She and Lajos are helping Sabinka. The apothecary shop holds magical ingredients, some imported from Elysium. Herbs like Lajos grows are fine, but these other things, they’re affected by the feral magic. Tineke and Lajos are containing them while they’re packed and moved out of town.” 
 
    “Sabinka volunteered to move her stock.” Berre held the door open for us. “The bits that are trying to grow legs, bite people, influence dreams or do any of that weirdness.” He grinned toothily. “We live in interesting times.” 
 
    I’d heard how active charms were morphing when rough magic flooded them. Sometimes the results were funny. For example, giant cookies from a home-baking charm harmed no one. Other examples of charm mutation were tragic. 
 
    It was moderately warmer inside the hall, and much warmer when we reached the kitchen. Our backpacks sat lined up along a side wall behind the table where Rory and our group sat. The space was thronged with hall staff, their families and townsfolk, as well as people I didn’t recognize, people who’d sought sanctuary in Justice. We could have taken our breakfast in the family room, but Rory had decided that an air of secrecy would be detrimental to the town’s morale. Some would find it difficult to accept that the composition of our vital Faerene expedition to find the world spindle would be equal parts human.  
 
    Peggy bustled about in absolute command of the hectic kitchen. Our table was laden with platters of bacon and eggs, a tureen of baked beans, another of porridge, and pots of tea and coffee. As soon as she saw Stella and me, she headed our way with a loaf of honeybread and a plate piled high with cornbread. 
 
    No one went hungry when Peggy was around. 
 
    Craig hung Stella’s coat over the back of her chair and put the folded blanket over his, while I slid in beside Rory, putting my hand on his shoulder for a second. 
 
    Mike nodded at me. 
 
    Jarod sat beside him, talking animatedly to Nils about spelunking. 
 
    Father and sons had very different personalities, but they shared the habit of concealing their reliability. Mike hid his with grumpiness, Craig pretended not to care about others, and Jarod let his natural humor hide his shrewdness. Yet here they were, present for one another and for Digger, Rory and me, to support us by sending us off as well-prepared as possible, including emotionally. 
 
    “Niamh has to watch the broadcast with the other cops,” Mike said. “Olsen’s orders. She’s going to try and see you before you leave, but if she can’t, she gave me this for you.” He passed me a foil-wrapped chocolate. 
 
    Niamh and I had been saving them and gifting them to each other when we thought one of us required a mood boost. 
 
    “Thanks.” I tucked it beside my plate.  
 
    Peggy added two pieces of cornbread to it and put the loaf of honeybread on a board in front of Stella. “Eat.” She kissed Stella’s cheek affectionately. “You need more than coffee.” 
 
    The Faerene honored their elders, and few had joined the Migration. They had offered Stella respect from the beginning of her time in Justice, but I saw the difference, now. Now, their respect was personal. 
 
    “You’re sneaky, Peggy,” Stella said. “You know I can’t resist your honeybread.” 
 
    “Nor can I.” Craig began slicing the loaf, thickly. 
 
    Rory reached for a piece of cornbread, while I added bacon and eggs to my plate. Ordinarily, I’d have been content with Peggy’s cornbread for breakfast, but with the expedition ahead of us, more was better. 
 
    The buzz of conversation dipped as Istvan entered. He took his place at the head of our table and one of Peggy’s nieces instantly put a platter of grilled catfish in front of him. Without preamble, he launched into discussion of the expedition. “We have a likely access point to the cave system. It was Quossa’s idea. The ancient mages wanted their non-magic using descendants to find the world spindle millennia ago. They assumed that they would. That tells us that they placed the spindle somewhere accessible, but that accessibility was compromised. Given the nature of the region, Quossa posited a rockfall and went looking at surface images. He found a rockfall a couple of millennia old less than a mile from where Amy determined the world spindle is.” 
 
    I grimaced. We were betting a lot on my unproven ability to tap into something as mysterious as acua.  
 
    “The rockfall isn’t recent, other than on a geological timescale. It could have covered a cave entrance. We’ll need to move the rocks, which means magic. We’ll be departing as soon as Harold’s broadcast concludes to maximize our time for active magic. We have permission to use magic if required, but Nora and Quossa believe we shouldn’t. Humans wouldn’t have if they’d been the ones to discover the world spindle, as the ancient mages intended.” 
 
    Rory took over so that Istvan could eat. “If we don’t find the world spindle at the rock site, we’ll try the Yucatan site next. We’re making a huge assumption that djinn mark the spot.” 
 
    “Djinn?” A dozen voices queried the term. 
 
    “Radka will explain,” Rory said. “Later.” 
 
    Sitting on Rory’s right, Yana stabbed her knife in the air. “Once the moratorium starts and our active duty constricts. We’ll have time for stories, then.” 
 
    The pragmatism of her statement struck everyone. Presumably, it also reminded them, as it did me, how the magistrate hall’s purpose, to maintain the balance of magic in the North American Territory and respond to perilous magical happenings, would be impossible during the moratorium. 
 
    Given the exhaustion on the faces around me, hopefully they’d be able to rest, and that ceasing to employ magic would lessen their magic sickness suffering. 
 
    “Twenty minutes till Harold’s broadcast,” Radka said. 
 
    Istvan nodded at Rory, who stood. Istvan was the magistrate. This was his hall. But a magistrate was a judge, not a leader. As a werewolf alpha, Rory had the skills and aura better suited to the moment. 
 
    The swift silence that spread across the kitchen was proof of that. People swiveled on benches and chairs to face him. To face us. 
 
    “Dangers we didn’t anticipate and can’t define are uniquely terrifying,” Rory began. “I am proud of the people of Justice, of my pack’s hometown. You are meeting this crisis with commonsense and compassion. Only a few of us are going on this quest to resolve the rough magic, but we leave our loved ones in your care. Heroic ballads aren’t sung about daily life. It’s so essential that we take it for granted. Keep living, keep Justice alive, and you are doing the real work of the Migration, the hard work that we all signed up for. Thank you.” 
 
    Rory’s speech wasn’t a rallying cry, it was an affirmation of the best of Faerene society and beliefs. 
 
    Silence swelled into a shout of assent. 
 
    Rory nodded once, sharp and decisive. “We’ll watch Harold’s broadcast in the main hall.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Fae King Harold appeared larger than life on the huge wall slate at the side of the hall. We’d all squashed in for the broadcast: staff and their families, townspeople, and anxious visitors. The latter tended to be the lone Faerene who’d converged on towns like Justice for safety and reassurance. 
 
    “We are facing an extinction level event,” Harold said starkly. “The feral magic is dangerous and increasing in both intensity and unpredictability. It was bad, yesterday. It’s worse, today. It is making us sick. At six hours from the end of this broadcast a three day moratorium on the use of magic is in effect.” 
 
    He scowled at everyone watching around the globe. His stern expression failed to mask his concern and sorrow. “For three days no one can use magic. This is a survival order. On joining the Migration, each of you vowed to respect survival orders. You must adhere to the moratorium for your own and everyone’s survival. It begins six hours from the end of this broadcast. 
 
    “We have neither time nor magic to spare on explanations until this threat is dealt with. You know that as you try to channel magic to your slates to hear me. If the magic flows are stabilized early, one of the Fae Council will broadcast a repeal of the moratorium survival order. Until that repeal or the conclusion of the three day period, you may not use magic on pain of death and the eternal damnation of your honor. The six hour count begins, now.” 
 
    The broadcast ended. The wall slate went blank. The centaur clerk, Urwin, who’d been maintaining ours, wiped his face with a large, white handkerchief. 
 
    Harold hadn’t mentioned the world spindle. 
 
    “Do we get an explanation?” Mayor Bataar asked into the silence. 
 
    “Very briefly,” Istvan replied. “The ancient human mages intended humanity’s orb to be discovered after their descendants gained possession of a world spindle. When we activated the orb first, millennia-old patterns that had been locked into unnatural stasis broke. The theory is that the world spindle, design unknown, was meant to manage the release of the magic flows. Nora and her team have identified three likely locations for the world spindle. Amy, Rory, Nils, Jarod, Digger and I are going in search of it.” He paused. “Pray for us.” 
 
    The chaplain of Justice’s all-faiths temple stepped forward at Istvan’s nod. “We pray for the Earth, for our family and friends, for strength in difficult times and the courage to live with honor. May peace bless us and love unite us. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” we answered in ragged chorus. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The portal to Monument Valley appeared as normal, but then the desert landscape on the far side rippled. 
 
    Someone behind us swore. 
 
    I didn’t turn to see who. Like Rory, whose hand I held, all my attention was directed forward.  
 
    Istvan’s claws dug into the dirt. The landscape steadied. “Now!” 
 
    We ran. For all Istvan’s skills and experience, to some extent we were trusting to luck, exactly as we might do if we dived into a lake, unsure of how deep the water was. In this case, the uncertainty had been what proximity to the djinn would do to a portal. The assumption had been that it would tear apart a portal. Yet Istvan and Rory had agreed that with the harshness of the landscape and the urgency, cutting close had to be risked. 
 
    The space-collapsing connection of two separate locations lasted long enough for Istvan to join us. Then the portal disappeared with a clap of thunder. 
 
    Rory and Nils, who understood the principles of portal making, got incredibly grim expressions. However, they didn’t spare any attention for the space where the portal had existed. Instead, they looked around for threats.  
 
    Digger did the same, a throwing knife in his right hand.  
 
    Istvan stood with his legs spread wide, braced, while his sides heaved. His beak gaped as he sucked in air. 
 
    I tried to calm down and sense for the world spindle, or less focusedly, for a compulsion from my acua as to where to go. I’d be a handicap to the team if I had to psyche myself into a panic for it to work. 
 
    In theory, we didn’t require confirmation of the direction. We’d studied the maps, and Digger had one stashed in his backpack. We had a compass and a plan. But when we got underground, me being able to sense the direction of the spindle would be reassuring. Maybe even lifesaving. We had to get underground, find the spindle, and get out, fast. 
 
    Then, when we possessed the world spindle, we had to work out how to use it.  
 
    Maybe it would operate automatically? 
 
    I scuffed my boots in the dirt at that optimistic thought. Hope wasn’t a strategy. But getting overwhelmed or ahead of myself wouldn’t help either. First, we had to find the spindle. 
 
    Shoving a hand in the pocket of my jacket, I found the chocolate that Mike had given me. Niamh hadn’t made it to the magistrate hall before we passed through the portal. The foil crackled as I unwrapped it. The melting chocolate was beginning to stick to it. I wasn’t hungry, so the chocolate mattered more for what it represented than for giving me energy. The taste was smooth and sweet, lingering on my tongue after I’d crumpled the wrapper and stuck it back in my pocket.  
 
    “The Anasazi used to live around here,” Jarod said as we hiked west-southwest. The rising sun sent our shadows out ahead of us, intruders in this desert land. “I saw a TV documentary on them. Apparently, they mysteriously vanished a few centuries ago. Woo woo and gone! Do you think the world spindle sucked them in, like a vortex? Maybe they’re stuck in some alternate reality.” 
 
    No one answered him, but Jarod was an enthusiastic monologuer. He continued to ramble, not out of breath at all despite the fast pace Nils set. “They were cliff-dwellers, though. You know, they lived up there.” He gestured at the nearest towering mesa, one of those iconic burnt orange sandstone formations recognizable (to humans) from old western movies. We hoped that a fallen one concealed the entrance to the cave we needed. “I don’t think they lived in caves, like not underground caves. I get that. I prefer the heights, too.”  
 
    I found my gaze straying slightly to the right of Nils. That would be where the world spindle lurked underground. We’d have nearly a mile of caves to traverse to reach it. There would be no sun to warm our backs and our only light would be from what we carried. Instinctively, I patted the pocket with my firelighter. There were two candles in my backpack. Rory and Digger carried lamps among their gear, and Nils spare oil. Jarod had predominantly burdened himself with rope.  
 
    Drilling down directly over where I believed the spindle had been hidden wasn’t possible. For a start, we didn’t know what arrangements the ancient mages had made to hide the spindle. In reaching it destructively from above we might lose important information or even destroy it. 
 
     Quossa, Nora and the other scientists also believed that attempting to employ magic within the inner sphere of the djinn’s influence would likely fail, fatally.  
 
    Traveling through the cave system might also enable us to pick up clues about how the ancient mages thought and employed their magic. Communication from the orb was slanted by what they wished us to know. The traces of their work in the caves might offer other insights. 
 
    We reached the rockslide; a raised, tumbled lump on the ground, beginning to erode. A yucca grew to the side of it, its spear-like leaves pointed defiantly at the sky.  
 
    We mightn’t be able to drill down, but Istvan intended to employ magic to move the rock aside from what we hoped was the cave entrance. 
 
    “I can feel the chaotic magic,” Nils said, his gaze ahead of us. “If we call it a djinn, we’re inside the djinn.” 
 
    Jarod whistled, irrepressible. He winked at me as he lowered his canteen. Each of us had two. One on our belts, one in our packs. He replaced the lid, screwing it tight. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Nils seemed to enjoy Jarod’s humor. “On the outskirts of it, I should have said.” A grin twitched the former assassin’s mouth.  
 
    “I think I can risk magic to move the rocks,” Istvan said, answering the underlying question in Nils’s observation. “This may have the benefit of drawing the djinn’s attention to me. Not that I believe it is sentient,” he added hastily. “But moving the rocks will be the last active magic performed in the area. And I’ve felt the building intensity of the chaotic magic. Hopefully, it came towards us, or rather, towards where the portal was, as much as we’ve been approaching it. If that’s true, you may avoid its focus as you seek the spindle. Ready?” 
 
    Rory scrutinized each of us. He was in charge of the spelunking stage of our expedition, while Istvan stayed on the surface. If all went well, we’d return to this spot and reunite with Istvan. We had a secondary, fallback rendezvous location two miles to the west at a spring. 
 
    As Rory met my eyes I gave a small nod. I could sense the djinn as a feeling of unsettled difference and potential. It was strange, but not ominous. I didn’t try to “see” it through magic sight. Understanding the djinn was not the purpose of the expedition. I could analyze my experience after we’d found the spindle and gotten away safely. 
 
    “Ready,” Rory said. 
 
    Istvan moved the rocks, an entire fallen mesa. 
 
    Shock silenced Jarod. By the widening of his eyes and his suddenly pale face, the show of magical power impressed the heck out of him. 
 
    The rest of us remained focused on our goal, even Digger who shared Jarod’s lesser experience with magic bent to the task of scanning the ground for a cave entrance. The fear was that the force of the initial rockslide might have blocked it. Istvan, alone, stood guard. Or rather, he crouched. The magic required to move the rock hadn’t exhausted him as much as creating the portal, but the tension in his muscles revealed the amount of effort it took for him to appear okay. 
 
    None of us questioned him. Regardless of magic sickness, the expedition had to continue. If the djinn threatened Istvan, he was to retreat. If he wasn’t using magic—and none of us would—we hoped it wouldn’t pursue him. 
 
    “Here!” Nils pointed at a shadow in the ground. 
 
    A gap about a shoulders’ width wide yawned in the dirt. 
 
    Jarod focused, all professionalism now.  
 
    Hastily, we roped up, securing ourselves to our buddies to enter the cave. Sorcha’s harnesses became a reassuring restriction.   
 
    Rory double-checked my harness and the knots on the rope that linked us. 
 
    Digger braced himself. He was tied to Jarod, and Nils to him. Nils used the slack of rope between them to loop around a boulder. Jarod took in the preparations, grinned at me, and crawled forward.  
 
    The ground held his weight. As it should. It had supported the weight of the rocks Istvan had swept aside. But Jarod’s brief instructions to me on caving had included the reiteration to “Never assume. Check, doublecheck, and always secure your route back.” 
 
    He lowered an oil lamp through the gap on a rope, his own head and shoulders vanishing after it.  
 
    My nerves chewed at me.  
 
    Jarod popped back up. “Tie off the entrance rope.” He and Nils had strategized our spelunking. An instruction to secure the entrance rope meant the cave was safe to enter. 
 
    Nils already had the rope freed from his pack.  
 
    “There’s a sort of ramp, a scramble, to the floor of the cave.” Jarod knelt up and caught the end of the rope Nils threw him. He dropped it down the hole. Then he followed it out of sight. 
 
    “He’s down,” Digger said a couple of minutes later. That meant Jarod had given the rope tying them together three tugs, meaning safe ground. 
 
    I had to watch him, then Nils, vanish after Jarod. I kept a hand on the escape rope. At three tugs, I followed them into the darkness. 
 
    My miner’s lamp had three hours of light, and I carried an oil jar that could refill it, plus two candles. Water would be a bigger consideration if we had to spend an extended time underground. I hoped there’d be a water source, but on the other hand, I feared having to deal with a water hazard or barrier like a river. 
 
    The earth swallowed me. I concentrated on scrambling down. Jarod and Digger watched my descent. Neither called out directions to handholds or how to find my footing. They let me pick my own slow path. 
 
    Digger caught me as soon as I was in reach.  
 
    I needed his hug more than I would have believed. 
 
    Jarod gave the rope to the surface three tugs and Rory joined us in a couple of minutes, making an easy matter of what had set my muscles shaking.  
 
    I was definitely the expedition’s weak link. 
 
    “I found a symbol,” Nils said. “It’s west.” In the direction of the spindle. 
 
    I bit my tongue as I realized that some of my trembling wasn’t actually weakness, but a sense of something sucking at me—pulling me west. “I think I can feel the spindle.” 
 
    “Good,” Rory said briefly. “If you sense anything else, tell us.” 
 
    The symbol Nils had found proved to be a wriggly line about as long as his palm on the cave wall. 
 
    “Did they not have arrows?” Jarod asked. “Like, arrow this way?” 
 
    I didn’t know enough about human prehistory to answer him. The mages had been around at the very beginning of the bronze age when their mundane counterparts had been working out smelting copper. Our ancestors had locked away magic until metal projectiles or some such technology had been developed that was capable of killing bathumas.  
 
    Digger ignored Jarod’s question. “There’s a spring. This would have been an important water source, a known place. So the ancients started with a place they believed their descendants would go.”  
 
    “There are other marks on the walls. Handprints,” Nils said. “People gathered here, a long time ago.” Before the rockfall. 
 
    We were the first humans to stand here in millennia, and we’d brought a werewolf and an elf with us. Or more accurately, a griffin had brought all of us. 
 
    Neither Rory nor Nils showed signs of magic sickness, but that was possibly more a tribute to their harsh training than to their true condition. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    “As my lady commands.” Jarod bowed outrageously. But he also advanced eagerly into the western tunnel. He slid himself and his pack through the narrow, vertical entrance. 
 
    Once through the crack, the tunnel widened enough to walk with some degree of ease. Being taller than me, the men had to watch not to bump their heads. I could keep my attention on my feet and the treacherously uneven footing. Shadows danced and lied with the movement of our lamps. Avoiding one seeming obstacle could throw you into another. 
 
    Rory stayed close behind me. We held coils of the rope that joined us. When I stumbled I’d knock against the rough cave walls, but he hadn’t had to catch me yet. It wasn’t a tunnel really, but a series of interlinked small caves that we generally walked, but sometimes crawled, through. 
 
    My lungs started to burn with the effort of matching the pace Jarod set.  
 
    “Snack time.” He called a break when we reached a cave big enough to contain the five of us.  
 
    I drank thirstily and ate the pemmican Peggy had supplied. The jerky, fat and dried berries was, surprisingly, exactly what I craved. I chewed enthusiastically.  
 
    “I don’t reckon the earlier cavers got further than this,” Jarod said. “I haven’t seen any soot marks on walls and ceilings since the toothy cave.” It was easy to guess that he meant the cave where we’d had to pick a cautious path through jagged rock formations. Fabric had torn, but we hadn’t suffered any significant injuries. “I counted five more wriggly lines. I’m guessing those were meant to be encouraging.” He shrugged.  
 
    I had an answer for his doubt about whether people would have bothered to push as far as the toothy cave when their technology had been torches and rope. “What if the ancients left a gift with each wriggly line?” Everyone straightened. “A treasure hunt would motivate people.” 
 
    “Yes, it would,” Rory said. He nodded, and shoved his last bite of pemmican into his mouth. He mumbled around it. “If the mages did put in a barrier as a test for their descendants, it should be soon.” 
 
    Two caves later, we proved the accuracy of his prediction. A significant chasm loomed in front of us. There was no way around it, and at its narrowest point it was fifteen feet. On the far side were jagged rocks similar to those from the toothy cave. 
 
    “Earth magic,” Nils said peering into its depths. “Clever earth magic since nothing before this showed signs of being shaped by magic. They kept their working confined.” 
 
    “There’s something glittering on the far side.” While the rest of us were distracted by the immediate challenge, Rory had been looking ahead. It helped that his eyesight was superior to humans’. He’d trekked through the caves with his lamp unlit, using the light from mine. Now, he guided my lamp to shine across the chasm. 
 
    “It’s a dark blur to me beyond the first row of teeth rocks,” I admitted. 
 
    “But if you were curious about what was there and threw a torch, even just a length of oil-soaked rope set on fire, you’d see what was there.” Digger spared the far side of the chasm an assessing look before returning to watching our backs. 
 
    Jarod had his grappling hook out. He threw it across the chasm and tugged hard. The rope held. He tied the other end off on a rock near me, then he untied the rope that linked him to Digger and replaced it with another rope, one that he tied around a different rock. He started across the chasm, moving fast and hanging by hands and ankles with his back to the depths.  
 
    He crossed fast, which was good because I think I held my breath the entire time. 
 
    The only thing worse than worrying about Jarod’s safety was knowing that I’d have to emulate him. We’d discussed the high probability of having to cross something like the chasm, and I’d insisted I’d do it myself, and not require a makeshift flying fox. 
 
    Nils followed Jarod across and with them there to catch me, and Rory and Digger on this side, I set out.  
 
    Dangling over an abyss was one of the most terrifying things I had ever done—and I’d have to do it again to return. 
 
    Rory and Digger joined us. We left the ropes in place. No wonder Jarod had insisted we carry so many. They were heavy, too. 
 
    It wasn’t till we were safely together again that I could concentrate on what Rory had seen glittering. 
 
    Nils shone his lamp on the source of the glitter. “Gold.”  
 
    The ancients had piled rocks veined with gold in a cairn that stood knee high. Both the gold and the quartz it was embedded in glittered as they caught the light. 
 
    Stars, I thought. The orb had mentioned stars on the path to the spindle. The ancients had thought to lure us on with sparkly rocks. 
 
    However, what caught our attention were the stick figures of two humans who looked as if they were holding hands. A circle above them might have been meant to represent the sun. To the left of the drawing and closer to another passageway a wriggly line dared us to keep searching. 
 
    “Clever,” Digger said. “They couldn’t use language, if they even had a written language, because they couldn’t be sure whoever came this far would understand it. But human figures and gold? Mysteries and treasure are irresistible to the sort of people who’d make it this far.” 
 
    People like us. 
 
    Jarod laughed. “Humans can’t resist the shinies.”  
 
    But none of us reached for a quartz rock. 
 
    Instead, we sucked in our guts, angled our packs, and squeezed single-file into the passage; linked again by rope to our safety buddies. 
 
    The passage held another surprise. It was smooth. The floor slanted gently down without trip hazards, and no wickedly sharp stones protruded from the walls.  
 
    “More earth magic?” Jarod asked from the lead. 
 
    His voice drifted back to me, as did Nils’s response. 
 
    “Yes, and I think I should go first.” 
 
    “Fine by me. If you can squeeze past.” 
 
    Presumably he could because a few seconds later we were moving again. My view was blocked by Digger’s back. 
 
    I consciously pushed aside claustrophobic thoughts. We had to be nearing the spindle. I didn’t feel it pulling at me anymore. I wondered about that. Had my acua, whatever it was, shut down? Or was it satisfied that I was following the sole possible path to the spindle? Or was it more terrifying than that and I’d been deluded and this location was a false trail? 
 
    But then, what did the squiggly lines mean? 
 
    Jarod’s exclamation shook me out of my dangerous abstraction. His voice echoed strangely. 
 
    “Well, geez.” 
 
    The passage spat us out into a vast chamber, or one that seemed vast after the narrow spaces we’d wriggled through. It was definitely high. The sense of space had me tipping my head back to look up. 
 
    In fact, that seemed to be a general reaction, and with the combined illumination from our lamps, it was possible to discern a shadowed lump hanging from the roof of the chamber about twenty feet above us. 
 
    “Sit,” Rory said to me.  
 
    Given how physically tiring spelunking was proving, I readily took his advice. I slid off my backpack, and leaned back on my hands to continue staring at the lump. Conspicuously, it was the sole item in the empty chamber. For due diligence, the men searched the floor and walls anyway. But only for ten minutes, and they ate and drank as they did so. 
 
    “The ancients locked away their magic till mundane technology developed the capacity to kill bathumas,” I said. “Want to bet that bundle is wrapped in bathuma hide?” 
 
    Judging by the sharp looks in my direction and the lack of response, what I’d thought to be obvious, wasn’t. 
 
    “So we’re meant to shoot it down?” Nils asked warily. He had a crossbow and a quiver of arrows with steel heads in case we ran across trouble in the desert. “I don’t see how that would work.” 
 
    Rory returned to stand beside me, frowning. “Like bowfishing. Attach a cord to your arrow. It’s worth a try. There’s nothing else in the chamber. And getting here was easy. This has to be the test.” 
 
    “All right.” Nils got his crossbow and shoved his pack against a wall. “Everyone back in the tunnel.” 
 
    That was a sensible precaution. 
 
    Jarod thought otherwise. “Maybe I should stay here? What if it needs a human to fire the arrow?” 
 
    No one argued with him. Digger just shoved him into the tunnel. 
 
    “Ow.” 
 
    Rory helped me up and back into the tunnel far more gently. Then he stood in the mouth of it, blocking it with his body. 
 
    “Shooting,” Nils said. 
 
    It was so quiet that I heard everyone breathing, the arrow releasing, and the soft thwack of it hitting something. 
 
    “The arrow hit and it stuck,” Nils said. “I’m going to try pulling the cord.” 
 
    I leaned into Rory. Jarod rested both hands on my shoulders. 
 
    This time there was no mistaking the noise. Something large hit the ground. 
 
    Jarod pressed forward, before suddenly retreating. I imagine that Digger hauled him back. The ex-army sergeant knew to hold his ground till orders released us.  
 
    “Leather around a finely knotted net with a well-padded cloth bundle inside that. I think Amy should be the one to undo it. The leather is still supple. The steel head pierced it cleanly. Maybe a tiny dab of magic kept it in stasis?” Nils paused. “It seems safe.” 
 
    Rory re-entered the chamber. 
 
    Jarod peered eagerly over my shoulder, but didn’t push forward. 
 
    The hide could have been from any animal. Rory joined Nils in stretching it out, pushing aside the net to study it. “Come and look,” he said. “Don’t touch anything.” 
 
    I stood beside him, quickly kneeling as I saw what had caught his attention. There were lines and images on the inside of the leather.  
 
    “We’ll take all of this back with us,” Rory said. “Amy, can you undo the bundle and check the spindle is in it? I can’t sense any magic.” His head tipped back to study the ceiling. “But with what’s above us, I can’t sense anything but chaos.” 
 
    Digger stood across from us. He jerked at Rory’s statement. “The djinn’s back?” 
 
    “Feels that way.” 
 
    We had to move. I reached for the bundle. Someone had knotted a scarf around it. The scarf was woolen, and like the leather hide, didn’t feel millennia-old. I unknotted it, unwound it, and found additional layers of fabric wound around and around, protecting a small, hard object. 
 
    The world spindle had been carved from stone. The weight and shape of it felt comfortable in my hand. I smoothed my thumb along a curve.  
 
    “Wrap it back up,” Rory said. 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    The hide and net were gone, stowed away in someone’s pack. I’d lost time while absorbed in the discovery and reality of the world spindle. My distraction bothered me. 
 
    A quick glance at the others showed that they shared my concern. But concern about me being fascinated by the spindle was something to address when we were out of the caves and away from the djinn. I rewrapped all of the layers and shoved the spindle into my pack. 
 
    The first stretch was easy, but crossing the chasm, dangling over it, was even scarier the second time. I wouldn’t be spelunking for fun after this. Digger caught me as I reached the far side, and held me as Jarod dealt with ropes and knots.  
 
    “What does it feel like, the djinn?” Jarod asked. “How does it feel to a magic user?” 
 
    “I don’t sense it.” I turned to watch Rory’s progress. 
 
    He caught the rope Jarod threw him. 
 
    Nils handed me a canteen. “We’re not in the heart of it yet. Even so, the djinn feels like standing out in a hurricane while you’re shivering with the flu. Like magic sickness, but worse.” 
 
    And while Rory felt like that, he was crossing the chasm. 
 
    I drank resolutely. Nils had survived crossing the chasm. Rory would, too. 
 
    He was across in a few minutes. I passed him the canteen, and he drained it. We would refill our canteens at the spring in the cave we’d entered by. Not that we required any additional incentive to travel as fast as possible. If the djinn was above us, it had left Istvan. He’d never have led it to us. Was my black griffin partner safe? 
 
    At the spring we drank and refilled the canteens.  
 
    Nils exited first reconnoiter the surface. 
 
    Rory outlined what we faced. “The djinn is close. We need to outrun it. At minimum we need to be on its outskirts before Istvan risks opening a portal. Trying to do so while enveloped in chaotic magic would tear the portal and us apart. If Istvan isn’t waiting above, we’re rendezvousing with him at the spring two miles away.” 
 
    Nils returned. “Istvan isn’t there. The djinn is, and it affected my perception. We seem to be sheltered from it in here.” But we weren’t staying in the cave. “When you reach the surface, leave the ropes. Head west fast for the spring.” 
 
    “Our priority is Amy,” Rory added. “She has the world spindle.” 
 
    World spindle or no world spindle, I wasn’t leaving any of them behind. 
 
    I scrambled out of the cave to a darkness that smelled of rain and thunderstorms. The air, though, tasted dry. We were inside the djinn, more truly than when we’d arrived in the desert. It was all around us, saturating reality. 
 
    Jarod hurriedly untied my rope.  
 
    Rory climbed out behind me and discarded his rope. “I can’t see,” he said tersely. 
 
    Despite Nils advising us to head speedily for the rendezvous point, he and Digger had waited for us. “Nils can’t hear,” Digger said. 
 
    “Reality is turning inside out,” Rory warned in an odd voice. 
 
    I nodded. My senses were my own, but reality was wavering, as if I’d ingested an hallucinogen. I looked at Jarod who shone with a purple light. 
 
    “Digger and I aren’t affected,” he said. “It’s ordinary desert to us, although with an eerie wind. Rory, I’m going to grab your arm. We have to outrun this thing.” 
 
    With an arm each, Jarod and I guided Rory westward. It took an immense amount of courage and agility for him to run blind. Each time he sagged or stumbled, he jerked straight. 
 
    Digger kept an arm around Nils, half-supporting him. 
 
    That a werewolf and elf were so dependent on humans told me that Rory and Nils were underplaying their distressed physical state. They were probably hiding all the symptoms of magic sickness while struggling with the loss of their senses.  
 
    If the djinn affected the Faerene this badly, I was ready to panic about Istvan, whom we’d left alone. 
 
    Abruptly, we emerged from the djinn’s field of concentrated, chaotic magic. Rory choked off an exclamation. That he could see again was obvious from his suddenly assured lope. 
 
    “I can hear. Oh, thank the land,” Nils gasped. 
 
    “And I see Istvan ahead,” Rory reported.  
 
    Jarod released his arm. “I like werewolf eyesight.” 
 
    Jogging, we fumbled for our canteens and drank.  
 
    Soon, I could also see Istvan.  
 
    He ran toward us, his voice reaching us, first. “Rory, Nils, we’ll need to form the portal together. Rory, base. Nils, location. Pontic Mountains campsite. I’ll open it.” 
 
    The nape of my neck prickled. The djinn was so close. 
 
    I don’t know how the three magicians managed the high magick of a portal while sprinting, but they did. Reality shimmered to the south of where our group met up. All we had to do was dart through the portal, and leave the djinn behind. 
 
    If the chaotic magic allowed it. 
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    “Now!” Rory said. 
 
    Nils dashed through the hastily formed portal. He’d support it from the far side.  
 
    Istvan and I followed, with Jarod and Digger on our heels.  
 
    The portal shuddered. 
 
    Rory leapt through. The desert behind him vanished with a peal of thunder.  
 
    Or maybe not thunder. The ground beneath my feet shook. Could there be such a thing as a reality-shake?  
 
    But musings—and greetings for Nora, Quossa and Daud who came to meet us—had to wait. The swift change from the heat of the desert to the cold of night in the Pontic Mountains was the last straw for my bladder. I lit my oil lamp and ran for the toilet block. Surviving the apocalypse had taught me that while life as we know it might end, biological imperatives remained, and working bathrooms were a treasure that should be utilized. 
 
    “Where are you running to?” Jarod kept pace with me. 
 
    “Bathroom.” 
 
    His pace slowed. Then matched mine. “Actually…” 
 
    Everyone from the expedition joined us, although Istvan broke away in the direction of the griffin-friendly facilities. 
 
    “It’s flipping cold,” Jarod said as he washed his hands afterwards. “Like ice cold.” He flicked water. “I think I prefer the desert.” 
 
    “At least we’re aboveground,” Digger said. 
 
    “Amen,” I agreed. 
 
    Jarod shook his head at our enthusiastic relief. He’d enjoyed the adventure. 
 
    Rory and Nils remained silent. It could have been for any number of reasons, but magic sickness, and hiding the symptoms, was part of it.  
 
    As we walked as a group to the cookhouse I asked in a low voice, “The spindle hasn’t helped at all? With the magic sickness?” 
 
    Rory put a hand at the small of my back. “We’re okay.” That meant no. 
 
    We’d retrieved the spindle, but we had to work out how to activate it—something Nora was keen to start on. 
 
    “Amy, Istvan said you have the spindle. Get it out.” 
 
    We weren’t even at the cookhouse, yet. 
 
    “Scientists.” The single word, rumbled with disgust, came from Thane standing in the doorway. Light spilled out around his big orc body. “They will eat, first.” 
 
    Nora spun and snapped her beak at him. “They can eat while I study the spindle.” 
 
    He was unimpressed by her posturing and attack. “You cannot even hold the spindle.” He moved out of the doorway. “Come in and eat. Be welcome, heroes.” 
 
    “Whatever you’re cooking smells great.” Jarod inhaled loudly. “I’m Jarod.”  
 
    “Thane. It is venison stew. Daud caught the buck.”  
 
    There were quick introductions while Thane served our meal. 
 
    I left my pack beside me, taking Thane’s advice to eat first and deal with the spindle in a few minutes. If his suggestion had been wrong, Rory or Istvan would have suggested getting the spindle out to pacify Nora who stood muttering fretfully.  
 
    “I have a haunch of venison stashed in a tree.” Daud led Istvan outside. 
 
    Quossa followed them. 
 
    “Good stew. Sorry we’re eating your dinner,” Digger said to Thane as the rest of us sat around the table.  
 
    “I made extra. Wasn’t sure when you’d return. If you hadn’t tonight, the scientists would have eaten it for breakfast. They’ll eat anything.” 
 
    The scorn in his voice was as rich as the savory stew. 
 
    “Scientists?” Digger prompted. 
 
    My fork hesitated midair as I realized he was asking for information. In fact, that had motivated his compliment on the stew. 
 
    Thane also recognized Digger’s pursuit of information, and approved it with a grunt. “Don’t fret about them. They had to vacate the bunker for the duration of the moratorium. Vila, she’s the one in charge of the bunker in a crisis, recognized that they couldn’t be trusted not to use ‘just a tiny bit of magic’ in pursuit of their individual research obsessions.” 
 
    “My team knows better than that,” Nora snapped. 
 
    Rory tensed beside me. 
 
    I glanced across at Nils who’d been with Rory a few days ago when Nora’s scientists had been an ill-disciplined, self-absorbed rabble while hunting for bathumas. The truth was that Vila had been wise to lock them out of the bunker during the moratorium. 
 
    “Daud and I wouldn’t let them in here either,” Thane rumbled. “They’d rush to put their sticky fingers on the orb.” 
 
    “You barred them from the sole habitable structure.” Anger harshened Nora’s voice. “You won’t even let them use the bathrooms.” She glared from the imperturbable Thane to Rory. “He won’t let my people on the campsite.” 
 
    “Daud and I agreed, and we were right, that Istvan would open a portal, possibly an unstable portal, to here and not adjacent to the bunker. We couldn’t have your crazies running around the campsite.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. There was real animosity between the two of them. 
 
    Thane stood. He strode to the stove, picked up the orc-sized coffeemaker, and poured us mugs of dark liquid.  
 
    “Frost root,” I said to Jarod’s wildly curious look. “It’s like coffee with hot peppers.” It was an acquired taste. Orcs loved frost root. I’d learned that I could drink it. “Thank you, Thane.” 
 
    Istvan returned as we cleared away the remains of our meal. 
 
    Nora hovered by the table. It wasn’t literal hovering. There was neither the room nor the magic for that, but she rustled her feathers and flicked her tail and generally made a nagging nuisance of herself. 
 
    And I was cranky with worry, just like her, and that meant I was easily irritated. I’d forgotten that she, like the rest of the Faerene, would be feeling ill from the rough magic. I ought to be more patient. 
 
    I bent down to undo my pack and retrieve the world spindle. 
 
    Meantime, Rory took out the folded bathuma hide and spread it out on the table.  
 
    Thane moved the orb basket aside to give him room. 
 
    With the light from two oil lamps it was easy to pick out the details of the map. The outside, the grain side, of the bathuma hide was black. The inside, where the map was drawn, was a dark gray. Nils’s arrow had punched a neat hole in the hide, one that didn’t seem to have marred anything important. 
 
    The ancients had sketched their message in a light brown ink. It was a very rudimentary map, but it served its purpose. 
 
    “Crude, but effective,” Thane said. 
 
    The map included various landmarks and obstacles between the world spindle in Monument Valley and the location in the Atlantic Ocean where the krakenling had found humanity’s orb. The ancients had kept things simple, preferring to add miles to the trip rather than complicate their directions. From the San Juan Mountains the party was directed to follow the Rio Grande River to the Gulf of Mexico, then travel around to Florida before jumping off, not literally, for The Bahamas and island hopping out past Antigua. It would have been an epic journey. 
 
    Since we hadn’t had to make the journey, we zeroed in on the information at journey’s end. 
 
    Clustered around the central image were fish and corn, deer and squash, and numerous small human stick figures. The message was clear. The map showed the way to the land of milk and honey. It promised paradise, thisaway. 
 
    “They lied,” I said softly. With all the scarves wrapped around it, I couldn’t feel the shape of the spindle that I held on my lap.  
 
    “Not in intent,” Nora said. “Magic would have given your pre-industrial ancestors a much easier life.” 
 
    Digger met my gaze, briefly. By the somberness in his eyes, he also saw the map as a lie. It would have guided people to an orb that forever changed what it meant to be human, but that change wouldn’t necessarily have meant they’d live in paradise. The map exploited hope to achieve a goal that the people following it wouldn’t have understood. 
 
    “I understand why the ancient mages did what they did,” I said. “They wanted to motivate whoever found the spindle to seek out the orb. It doesn’t really matter, now. We have to clean up the situation they caused.” 
 
    Thane leaned toward me, frowning. Given his size, that meant he loomed over the table and me. “They caused? The Fae Council chose to activate the orb.” 
 
    “Debate later,” Nora snapped. “The important message is indisputable.” 
 
    Yes, it was. I looked back at the map. In the center of the circle of symbols that conveyed bountiful living stood a single human stick figure with its arms outstretched. Over one hand rested the world spindle. Over the other a circle that had to be the orb. 
 
    “Amy should have activated the orb while holding onto the world spindle.” Nora’s phrasing made the rough magic sound like my fault. So much for not debating the issue. “Whilst I don’t consider hope to be a strategy, I believe we have to hope that it’s not too late for the spindle to stabilize this world’s magic. Amy should touch both.” 
 
    “For how long?” Rory asked. 
 
    “And if that doesn’t work?” Thane challenged. 
 
    I unwound the scarves from the spindle. “It’s the obvious place to start. But I won’t be standing, like in the picture. The orb is too large and heavy to balance out on one hand. I’ll sit here.” I exposed the spindle but let it rest on its nest of scarves. 
 
    Thane pushed the orb toward me. 
 
    I unwrapped the cloth and left the orb sitting on its blue cushion. 
 
    “So that’s the orb.” Jarod peered at it so closely that it was a wonder that Thane, as its guardian, didn’t pull him away.  
 
    Perhaps Thane trusted Istvan’s judgment. Istvan had included Jarod in this expedition.  
 
    “I’m ready to try,” I said. 
 
    Istvan nudged Jarod aside. “Amy, don’t activate the orb. The ancients wouldn’t have expected their descendants to know how to do that initially. I suspect you—or whichever human held both the orb and the world spindle—to be the conduit for magic between them, releasing the quintessences holding Earth’s magic in its frozen latticework, while simultaneously steadying the magic flows that were freed. How the world spindle is meant to do that, I can’t guess. Nora? Quossa?” 
 
    While he adhered to the moratorium on magic, the unicorn scientist and Fae Council member couldn’t speak to us either via telepathy or by magically shaping sound waves. Charades with a large horse body would be difficult, too. 
 
    Quossa half-whinnied, half-snorted, and nudged my shoulder. The message to get on with things was clear.  
 
    It also reminded me that the advice for me to trust the amorphous concept of acua and sense for the world spindle had come from him. I should trust my instincts now. 
 
    I didn’t feel any compulsion to touch the orb and spindle, but nor did anything in me resist the idea.  
 
    Between Istvan on one side of me, Rory on the other, and Quossa behind me, Nora couldn’t get close. She watched from the head of the table. “As Istvan said, don’t activate the orb. I’ll be watching in magic sight to monitor what happens. So will Istvan, due to the bond between you. This was agreed with Yngvar. If it affects your magic, it may affect Istvan. Everyone else will continue to respect the moratorium.” 
 
    The simplicity of the initial test made sense to me. “I’ll give it an hour of just touching both, whether there’s an immediate reaction or not.” 
 
    I touched the orb and the spindle, simultaneously. When nothing happened, I rested my hands more securely. I didn’t try to see with magic sight. In the bunker, when I’d activated the orb and the Fae Council had learned its initial communication of humanity’s forgotten magic history, I’d used blood to forge my link with it. But now that the link existed, I couldn’t guess whether merely using magic while touching it would be sufficient to activate it. I didn’t dare risk it. 
 
    After three minutes of silence, Jarod couldn’t stand it any longer. He drank the last of his mug of frost root, sucked in a loud cooling breath, undoubtedly because his tongue was tingling from the drink’s pepper factor, and asked the question on everyone’s mind. “Is anything happening?” 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn’t sense anything, and I was alert to the slightest change in myself, in the two ancient objects, and in the Faerene around me. If the rough magic stabilized, the Faerene ought to recover from their magic sickness. 
 
    However, holding onto the two objects felt right. 
 
    Rory and Istvan were carefully not touching me despite their close attendance to my slightest movement. We didn’t know how linking in a Faerene to my human interaction with the orb and spindle might affect whatever the ancient mages had intended the objects to do. 
 
    “The magic flows haven’t changed,” Istvan said. “They’re streaming in and through the orb as I’ve seen them do other times when the orb is inactive, and they’re ignoring the spindle in the same way they’d ignore a mundane object. Nora?” 
 
    “I see the same.” 
 
    “It’s good news,” Rory said to Jarod, and perhaps to the concern that hid behind Digger’s warrior face across the table. He was battle ready even if this wasn’t his fight. “A positive reaction, winding in the feral magic, will take time. But if Amy connecting to the orb and spindle was going to cause trouble the risk was for an instant explosion.” 
 
    I pulled a face. So that’s why he and Istvan had crowded me. They’d intended to try and shield me or break my contact with the orb and spindle.  
 
    “So, can we talk while Amy does her thing?” Jarod asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Istvan said. “I would like to hear of your cave journey.” 
 
    And Jarod was happy to tell it. 
 
    Even Nora became interested when he reached the description of the chamber and our first sight of the bathuma hide bundle high up on the ceiling. “The bag was in the center? Were there any marks on the ceiling? You said there weren’t any on the floor.” 
 
    “No marks.” Jarod spread his arms in a shrug. “But with nothing else in the cave, just the bundle, it was plain that we needed to get it down. A ladder couldn’t have fitted through the winding passage to the cavern. An arrow was the only possible answer. Amy suggested it. A metal-tipped projectile that could prove capable of piercing bathuma hide. Nils attached cord to the arrow and pulled the bundle down. He made us wait in the passage, and I nearly died of curiosity.” 
 
    “Humans are as curious as elves,” Thane rumbled. “And you know what curiosity did to the Far Mountain elves.” 
 
    “No, what?” Jarod asked, bright-eyed and inquisitive. 
 
    Rory laughed under his breath as Thane regarded Jarod blankly. 
 
    The orc had uttered the aphorism in the same way an American would have said, curiosity killed the cat. Thane hadn’t expected the storyteller to break off from the story to ask questions. 
 
    Nora clacked her beak. “Curiosity is all very well, however, the ancient mages wouldn’t have relied on someone stumbling over the world spindle. They would have left stories to guide them to it.” 
 
    “But the stories twisted and changed, or were forgotten,” Istvan completed her thought. 
 
    “Or someone wanted them forgotten,” Digger said. “Maybe some of the mages or their immediate descendants decided that life was better without magic.” 
 
    The Faerene gawked at him.  
 
    He smiled faintly, ruefully. “Imagine it. The bathumas had gone. People no longer died by attacks from giant grubs or fiery bats. Maybe life was harder, but if it had settled into a stable society and new ways of living evolved, maybe people decided they liked it.” 
 
    Nora broke the Faerene’s stunned silence at the idea that anyone could embrace a life devoid of magic, and she did so with her own dismissive conclusion. “You’re still angry. You remember the lifestyle you lost when we brought our magic and sealed the Rift humans had opened in Earth’s shield.” 
 
    “I’m not angry.” Digger whittled a stick he’d taken from the wood box. “My mom loved Ancient Greek myths. There were stories of Clotho. I remember her, one of the Fates, because her name was like clothes. Clotho spun the thread of life. The Navajo and other First Peoples of the Americas have their own stories about spinning. Maybe those stories were about spinning our own fates.” 
 
    He put his knife down on the table before he looked at Nora. “Maybe you should consider whether feeling in command of your own fate is more important than being able to use magic. Don’t confuse the two.” He swept his wood shavings from the table into one calloused palm and threw them into the fire. 
 
    “You’re feeling better, aren’t you?” I asked the room at large, but I meant the Faerene. I could see them relaxing despite the impact of Digger’s challenge.  
 
    Instead of being braced to endure, Rory now lounged in his chair with something approaching his normal slouch.  
 
    I wasn’t using magic at all and I didn’t try to sense for it. Nonetheless, the strengthening rightness of my actions rang through me. Connecting the orb and spindle was exactly what I should be doing. 
 
    “The magic flows are disappearing,” Istvan said. As we all jerked into horrified alertness, he added hastily, “Not in a bad way. As the magic flows spin into yarn, that yarn disappears into nothingness.” 
 
    Rory blinked at Istvan, shook his head, and glanced at Nora. “Vanishes into nothingness? Doesn’t that alarm you?” 
 
    “On the contrary.” A griffin’s beak made smiling impossible, but the tilt of her head and faint ruffling of her wings spoke of satisfaction verging on smugness. “It is as Yngvar predicted. The spindle neutralizes the oppugnant possibilities from the magic flows, thereby reducing the catalysts for conflict and stabilizing the magic.” She clacked her beak. “Stabilizing in the sense of reducing unexpected outcomes from the use of magic. The true stabilization of Earth’s magic flows requires us to exploit this period of calm to restore the ancient mages’ latticework.” 
 
    Jarod coughed. “But, um, that failed, didn’t it?” 
 
    Quossa stamped a foot and Nora agreed with her boss. “No, it did not. When Amy activated the orb, she broke the stable pattern of millennia. We will replace the quintessences and wind the magic flows through the latticework, and Earth will be stable.” 
 
    “Amy did what she did at the Fae Council’s command because you failed to detect both the unnatural stability of Earth’s magic pattern and the existence of the bathumas.” Rory’s voice was a dangerous growl. “You failed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t blaming Amy,” Nora began. 
 
    Thane coughed. “The scientists exiled from the bunker are keen for news, especially if they are permitted to return to the bunker and their toys.” 
 
    Nora’s tail lashed. “We have expensive, sensitive instruments—”  
 
    “That cannot be reactivated until the magic flows in and around the bunker are stable,” Thane interrupted. He wasn’t angry like Rory who glared across me at Nora, but Thane bit off every word with a curt impatience that contrasted with the casual manner in which he’d listened to Jarod’s story of our adventure. “Yngvar briefed Daud and I on the procedure for lifting the moratorium early. Bunker first, then assessment of global magic flows, then contact with Yngvar and Harold on Civitas.” 
 
    Quossa whinnied, and when that sound got our attention—and a unicorn stallion’s neigh was loud—he nodded his head emphatically at Nora. 
 
    “Then you must watch the magic flows here,” she answered him ungraciously. 
 
    I glanced at Istvan who was already monitoring them. 
 
    He hadn’t intervened in the flare up of tension between the golden griffin and Rory. “I believe Chad would be interested in hearing of results here and Vila eager to return to her responsibilities at the bunker. I would like to know if they are feeling the magic sickness ease as we have noticed here.” 
 
    Nora’s ruffled feathers smoothed. “I will consult with Chad. If the bunker is deemed useable, I will send him with a message to you, and he can stay to monitor Amy.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that challenge was for Rory or not because the person Nora glared at was Thane. 
 
    The orc nodded. “Daud will let your messenger through.” 
 
    “Chad is a scientist!” 
 
    Istvan addressed Quossa. “If you’re monitoring the magic flows, I might step out for a moment?” 
 
    Quossa nodded. 
 
    “Shall we?” Istvan escorted Nora out of the cookhouse. 
 
    Nils watched through a window, while the rest of us—minus Quossa who concentrated on the spindle, having taken Istvan’s place beside me—relaxed. When he judged that Istvan and Nora were out of hearing range, Nils had a brief comment. “The responsibility is too much for her.”  
 
    Sympathy was conspicuously absent from his judgment of Nora. 
 
    Some people coped with crises better than others, and everyone had a breaking point. Problems occurred when authority resided in the hands (metaphorically speaking) of someone who couldn’t handle the accompanying responsibility. 
 
    Jarod raised his hand, schoolboy fashion. “I have a question.” 
 
    It was a good attempt at lowering the emotional temperature. Thane chuckled. Rory didn’t. 
 
    It turned out that Jarod’s question was pertinent. 
 
    “Who is Yngvar?” 
 
    Rory relaxed a fraction. “Nora is bunker chief here. Yngvar is bunker chief for the bunker near Civitas in the White Mountains. During the sealing of the Rift, he was the analyst responsible for identifying magical hotspots and erasures, and advising Istvan on where to draw or release magic to manage the strain on the global system. People respect his work. He was also the foremost expert on global magic patterns on Elysium. He has studied each of the worlds Faerene have migrated to.” 
 
    Nils tapped the hilt of a knife against the stone wall. “Yngvar put his professional reputation behind this Migration, advocating the opportunity to live within a uniquely stable magic pattern.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, just for a second. On the one hand, it was good that we had an expert in charge of the emergency response. On the other hand, Yngvar’s judgment could become clouded by ego. The disruption of Earth’s stable magic damaged his reputation. 
 
    “Yngvar is confident he can restore the latticework pattern,” Thane said. “Activating the orb pulled the quintessences out of the latticework, but Yngvar has recordings of their position as well as the orb’s account of how they were embedded originally. He believes it’s a simple repair job. We replace the quintessences and the magic flows return to the pattern they’ve followed for millennia. He needs the magic flows to settle, and Amy and the world spindle are providing that window of opportunity. Yngvar and his team will be ready to act.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Nils said bleakly. He tapped the knife hilt a final time, spun the blade, and replaced it in its sheath. “If we had to live with feral magic, that would change everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The magic flows were more volatile than they had been, but no more volatile than in places on Elysium. Istvan inhaled the wild smells of the forest with the chill of snow in the air. Freed of the pressure of existing amid chaos, he could allow himself a moment in which to acknowledge how bad he’d felt.  
 
    Daud lurked close by, watching as Nora vanished into the forest. “Interesting evening. Feels better with the magic flows steadying.” 
 
    Istvan had seen the guard dragon peering in the cookhouse windows, unabashedly surveilling the conversation and events inside. A dragon’s hearing, with or without magic, should never be underestimated. 
 
    “Walk the circuit with me,” Daud invited. 
 
    Aware that the dragon wouldn’t request his time and energy merely for companionship, Istvan fell into step. The cleared campground allowed them to walk side by side despite their size. 
 
    “FMF, the scientists are calling it. Feral Magic Fever. They have some theories about it. Nora’s second-in-command is a goblin. He was so sick that they carried him out of the bunker. Vila insisted that they all vacate the bunker during the moratorium, which was smart of her. Each of them would have been tempted to use ‘just a little magic’ to protect their pet projects if they’d stayed.” Daud reared back and pinched a claw together to mock the “just a little” plea. 
 
    He dropped back to four legs and resumed his steady pace. “Vila solved her problem, but passed it along to Thane and me. The scientists wanted to impose their undisciplined selves on us. If they couldn’t be trusted in the bunker, why would we trust them near the orb? That’s what I told Nora. We won’t risk the orb being in the vicinity of their curiosity.” 
 
    “So Thane said, and I agree. But how is Chad?” 
 
    “Oh, the goblin. Yes. He recovered far better than anticipated. He reported a sensation akin to a mild hangover, but was functioning better than his colleagues, including those who’d slept as long as him. His own hypothesis is that he’d used what magic he could extensively in the bunker and that made his FMF worse. However, as a goblin he naturally channels far less magic, so once he ceased employing magic the feral magic affected him less than higher magic affinatives—his term for people like you and me, griffins and dragons. People who naturally channel and use a lot of magic in daily life.” 
 
    Istvan didn’t comment. Chad’s hypothesis was a logical one. Istvan’s attention returned to consideration of Amy’s connection to the world spindle and orb. 
 
    “The older human in your expedition raised an important issue,” Daud said to the stars. 
 
    He recaptured Istvan’s attention, and the dragon knew it. He smirked, still looking skyward. “I would include Digger as a champion of the orb alongside Thane and me.” 
 
    Few things startled Istvan. This did. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. He is a protector, like you and me. But he can’t guard the orb or spindle because he has chosen a different treasure. He guards Amy. Rory recognizes this.” 
 
    This side topic was too intriguing for Istvan to ignore. “Digger doesn’t protect Amy alone. He protects their adopted family.” Understanding struck, and Istvan clacked his beak in self-reproach. “I am dull. When they joined Justice, Digger chose to stay as a farmer, looking after their smallholding. I didn’t see that he chose the role that would let him defend their home base. He is an ex-army sergeant. I assumed he found peace working the land.” 
 
    Daud snorted brimstone smoke. 
 
    Flicking his tail in shared amusement, Istvan shot him a wry look. “Even magistrates fall victim to romantic explanations, on occasion.” He meant romantic in the sense of allure, excitement and wishful thinking.  
 
    Daud interpreted it otherwise. “Rory is one of the rare protectors who has found a mate who can accept his nature. People like us, we don’t compromise. Being ready to make the tough decisions, to take lives, including sacrificing our own, is hard for a mate to accept. Nora won’t.” 
 
    Before Istvan could do more than freeze in shock at the sudden, sharply personal observation, Daud continued. “Digger identified the weakness that will trouble our Migration. Faerene identity is closely wrapped up in our magical ability. There are degrees of difference. As an orc, Thane prides himself on his mundane abilities, particularly his fighting prowess. He was mildly affected by FMF. Those like him who use little magic will emerge from this crisis with a different understanding of it than those whose natural abilities were curtailed, whether that was our flight ability or unicorn telepathy. Those of us who are usually the most powerful experienced what it is to not be in command of our bodies and lives. People generally respond badly to a salutary experience. No one enjoys being humbled.” 
 
    As Istvan stopped, Daud continued his patrol, leaving the griffin with a beakful of worries, both personal and in his role as a magistrate. 
 
    It wasn’t like Istvan to consider personal issues first, but he did this time. 
 
    Did Nora love the idea of him, and not the reality of who he was and what his responsibilities meant? 
 
    And since he was indulging in an introspective moment, was the pang in his chest for the loss of their potential relationship, the loss of her, or was it more general? Had her confession of being in love with him woken an envy for what Rory had found with Amy? 
 
    There were female griffins in the Migration who shared Istvan’s warrior spirit. They wouldn’t admire it, as Nora did. They lived it. If he desired a relationship—and he wasn’t sure he did—he ought to consider what he required in a partner.  
 
    For a start, they’d have to be able to accept his human family. 
 
    Amy’s family and her and Rory’s pack were polite to Nora, but not welcoming. And for her part… 
 
    Ignoring the cold, Istvan preened his wings. How wise was Daud? There were crucial matters beyond Istvan’s heart involved in the question of Nora’s integration with the people Istvan had come to value and care about. 
 
    To what extent would Faerene scientists be willing to sacrifice humanity to stabilize the magic flows? If they restored the latticework pattern that had locked away human magic for millennia, would humans lose magic forever?  
 
    Did the Faerene have the right to sacrifice others, unasked, for their own survival? 
 
    “We did when we sealed the Rift,” Istvan whispered. The question cut him to the heart. He believed in justice and balance. Had the Faerene created a precedent where humans were an acceptable sacrifice to expediency? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    No one had gone to bed, although watching me simply sit there maintaining contact with the orb and spindle was hardly riveting. For those of us from Justice, our body clocks didn’t recognize this time as sleeping time despite the darkness. For Quossa and Thane, they were focused respectively on monitoring and guarding the orb and spindle. 
 
    Although Thane’s stated duty was only to protect the orb. 
 
    From lightly touching the spindle, my fingers curled around it. 
 
    Quossa immediately snuffled interrogatively. 
 
    “Just an idle movement,” I said. But in truth, the spindle felt like my responsibility. Xi, the kraken, had entrusted humanity’s orb to Istvan and me, and I’d passed the responsibility for deciding whether and when to reveal it to the other Faerene solely to Istvan. If a similar question was asked of me now about the spindle, I’d choose differently. 
 
    The spindle was mine. 
 
    I couldn’t “see” any magic bonds between it and me, but something had grown unwatched. Maybe it was as basic as me no longer believing that the Faerene comprehended Earth’s magic better than me. However, my possessive motivation felt as if it had deeper, more positive roots. The spindle and I belonged together. 
 
    Istvan entered, bringing with him a rush of air that set the candleflames dancing. Nils had extinguished all but one oil lamp in favor of three candles placed around the room. Istvan’s glance swept over us and returned to me. 
 
    I smiled slightly, both to assure him that I was okay and because he seemed better. The magic sickness had revealed how vulnerable even the most powerful Faerene could be. I was glad to witness Istvan moving with his usual air of command. 
 
    Not that he ever imposed himself, outside of his magisterial duties. 
 
    He settled down in his former spot furthest from the stove. “Digger, mine is a personal question, but would you mind explaining why you chose to join Amy and Stella in preparing for the apocalypse?” 
 
    Digger studied Istvan for a moment. 
 
    Everyone did, but Thane’s gaze swept back from Istvan to Digger before focusing on me. 
 
    And the fact that I knew where the orc’s attention rested made me aware that to some degree I considered him a threat to be watched. 
 
    “Stella and Amy approached Mike at his garage, asking if anyone among the veterans—former soldiers—he knew would be willing to take on working and guarding Stella’s farm alongside her and Amy. Stella did the talking and I’d heard of her around town. A good woman, smart and level-headed. Her farm had the potential to be either a solid home base or a target. Amy was the unknown, but she was why I agreed.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    He gave me his slight, close-mouthed smile before glancing down at my hands as they rested on the orb and spindle. “Not for pervy reasons.” 
 
    “Well duh.” I borrowed an old pop culture reference. Digger had never ever given that vibe. “From the beginning we agreed to be true allies. Family. I never second-guessed it. Our new family felt right even as we grew.” I smiled at Jarod. 
 
    He grinned back. “I’m the best brother ever. Just ask Craig.” 
 
    Rory snorted.  
 
    Jarod added an explanation for Quossa and Thane. “Craig’s my brother. We fight.” But without real animosity. Jarod stayed silent regarding his other brother, Ryan, who’d died in New York at the beginning of the apocalypse. 
 
    “You are absolutely the best brother,” I said quietly.  
 
    Maybe all the love I felt for him and our cobbled together family showed. At any rate, Jarod’s expression also melted. “Love you, honey.” 
 
    “Amy’s a visionary,” Digger said to Istvan. 
 
    I jolted. “What?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s why I joined you and Stella. Some of the missions I went on as a soldier…you didn’t survive by following the regs. Regulations. Back when I was a corporal, Captain Gonzales led the unit. He didn’t view the world the same as everyone else, and he got us home. That’s what I saw when you walked into Mike’s garage with Stella.” 
 
    A spark of humor lit his eyes as he scanned our dumbfounded expressions. He stretched and rolled his shoulders. “Rich college girl. Smart. Beautiful. You could have done anything when the apocalypse was announced. A regular person would have tried to return somewhere familiar. Failing that, they’d have sought out familiar people.” He smiled at me. “I love Stella, but she’s not someone you’d have ever met.” 
 
    Stella was a country woman, a farmer’s wife, practical, land rich and cash poor. She’d received a high school education and been glad to let her formal education rest there. She was also old enough to have embraced an ornery, eccentric reputation. She did what she wanted, wore what she wanted and said what she wanted. 
 
    “Stella’s kickass in her own way,” Jarod said. 
 
    Digger agreed. “Not disputing that. But would someone like Amy was have run in your circle before the apocalypse?” 
 
    Jarod opened his mouth. Closed it. Seriousness crept into his expression. “Not when she was a college girl.” 
 
    Before I could protest—I felt hurt, although they weren’t really rejecting me—Digger continued. “At the garage I saw a woman who ought to have been out of place there, who ought to have run looking for her own kind with their soft hands and posh voices, but who instead was searching out and valuing otherness. That’s what Captain Gonzales did. He saw aspects of people and situations that everyone else missed, and he got our missions done and us home. In a changing situation like the apocalypse, you hold onto your visionaries to guide you through.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t, though. That was Stella and Mike, and you. Dr. Sayed.” 
 
    No one agreed with me. 
 
    Nils broke the silence. “Is that what she was like at the familiar trials?”  
 
    “Amy saw us as people, not strange creatures,” Istvan said. “I hadn’t considered her insight as visionary.” He eyed Digger. “I should have. I applaud your wisdom.” 
 
    Digger’s shrug dismissed the compliment. 
 
    “I’m not a visionary.” I didn’t want to be any more special. It was bad enough that I had magic when so few humans did. Being exceptional had put me in this situation: responsible for calming a whole planet-worth of magic. 
 
    “It’s not the term I’d have used,” Rory half-agreed with me. He leaned in, and away. He wanted to touch me, hold me and comfort me, and he couldn’t while I was connected to the orb and spindle. “In my old pack, we’d have called you a verity.” 
 
    Istvan blinked. “That is a term I haven’t heard in a very long time.” 
 
    “They called them ‘essentialists’ for a century or so, and then, people forgot them. From what my mom said, people actively strove to forget that packs once had verities. It’s hard to play politics when a verity can test the substance of your claim.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “I’m not being confusing on purpose. I’m tired, my heart, and so, I’m rambling. You are a verity, one who destroys false certainties. It takes a confident pack to prize such a person.” 
 
    “People have always misunderstood the role of visionaries,” Nils said from his place leaning against the wall by the stove. “The legends of the Oracle of the Blind River repeat the same theme. The disappointment of those who sought her out. How they tried to avoid what she foretold. How they failed.” 
 
    He straightened away from the wall. “Assassins are given mentors for our first decade.” He so seldom spoke of his former life on Elysium, when he worked as an assassin, that we all listened intently. Respectfully. “My mentor would recite those legends and complain about the stupidity of consulting an oracle only to ignore her advice. But people always do.” He said the last words directly to me. 
 
    “I’m not an oracle.” 
 
    Nils looked from me to Digger. The two were friends. It shouldn’t be surprising that they viewed the world in a similar manner. “It’s good that you protect her.” 
 
    My hands tightened on the spindle and orb. 
 
    Nils noticed. “Amy, people misunderstand oracles even as they seek them out. Oracles don’t give us certainty. They remove the false certainties that we use as crutches to get through life. Oracles—verities.” He glanced at Rory. “They challenge us to walk unarmored through the world. To walk bravely in our vulnerability. When the world is changing, our instinct is to dig in and hold back that change. An oracle tells us what amid the changes is unnecessary, and even dangerous, to retain. If we persist in old patterns of behavior, then the subsequent disaster is on us.” 
 
    I couldn’t find a response, but Jarod did. 
 
    Intensity had burned away his usual good humor. “I hope you’re wrong. And if you’re not wrong, then you can keep your damned view of Amy to yourself. Digger, you’re an idiot to have shared that opinion.” 
 
    Digger sat very still. Jarod never challenged anyone like this. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you forgot one of the basic lessons in life. People always shoot the messenger. Call Amy an oracle and you put a target on her back. People don’t want hard truths.” 
 
    “The truth is important,” Istvan said. It was his question that Digger had answered. My Faerene magician partner had initiated this disquieting conversation. “You have a human saying. The truth will set you free.” 
 
    Rory couldn’t be still any longer. It was straining his every instinct to stop himself from holding me. I knew it was because I had to lock my muscles to prevent myself leaning into him. 
 
    The orb and spindle and what they were doing mattered more than my emotions. Our emotions. 
 
    Rory growled out the counterargument to Istvan’s platitude. “The truth only sets free those brave enough to pay its price. That’s what Nils’s mentor meant. Typically, people prefer suffering the status quo to bearing the cost of change. We have stories, too.” He looked at Jarod. “Verities die.” 
 
    There was a charged silence. 
 
    Thane coughed. He and Quossa were the only non-family present. 
 
    I was glad Istvan had waited till Nora had gone before he started this discussion. However, I was also puzzled. What had prompted his question? 
 
    In his human form, Rory was shorter than Thane. In his half-form, Rory would match Thane’s size, but the shift would require magic.  
 
    Thane seemed wary of Rory regardless of his size. 
 
    Then, again, while Thane had dragon-sized backup outside, Rory had an assassin who was pack watching everything from the sidelines. 
 
    “Lone voices can be targets,” Thane said carefully. Nils and Rory were far enough apart that he couldn’t face both of them. “But perhaps Amy isn’t alone. I heard that Amy was a human mage, like the others of her kind. But might it be otherwise? Could the human mages all be oracles?” 
 
    The spindle in my left hand felt like it was mine, alone. In the last couple of hours it had become more than a tool for me to use and protect. It felt like an extension of me. I had found it using acua, as Quossa had advised. I turned my head to find the unicorn in the shadows behind Istvan. 
 
    Quossa’s dark brown eyes met mine. 
 
    “Acua, not magic?” I queried him, trying to find a path to understanding the strange reality we were operating in. “Could there be something that’s not quite magic in the ‘knowing’ that is acua?” 
 
    Quossa nodded. He wanted to communicate. It was just difficult without magic. 
 
    “How long do we have to wait to prove that the magic flows are stable?” I wanted to be free of the orb. My arms, shoulders and back ached from holding position touching the orb and spindle.  
 
    “Nora or Chad should return shortly,” Istvan said. “I’ll go meet them.” 
 
    We were waiting on the information they’d bring back. How were the scientists faring outside the bunker? What was the bunker’s status? If the bunker was judged safe to enter, then they had the Fae Council’s permission to start up key equipment to assess magic flows across the globe.  
 
    However, all the data in the world couldn’t predict the future. It could be that as soon as I broke contact with the orb and spindle, the rough magic would return. The Faerene were guessing. Perhaps it was educated guesswork, but nonetheless we lacked guarantees. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” I said after Istvan had left. He was as anxious and restless as any of us. “There are a couple of blankets folded on the bench and the stove has been on long enough for the floor in front of it to have lost its icy chill.” 
 
    Rory didn’t move. 
 
    Digger and Nils did. Their boots stayed on and they used their backpacks as pillows, but at least they lay down. 
 
    I didn’t dare rest my head on the table. If I fell asleep, my hands might slip off the orb or spindle. 
 
    Jarod swung Digger’s chair around and propped his feet on it. 
 
    I gave Rory a wry smile. “You’re not going to sleep, are you?”  
 
    “When you do.” 
 
    We lapsed into silence. I rejected the whole idea of being a visionary. It was a stupid notion. Almost painfully wrong. 
 
    Globally, the first apocalypse had been devastatingly cruel. But living through it had been a different kind of stress to now. Back then, I hadn’t known what was happening beyond our small Pennsylvanian town. Now, I knew too much. I had an avalanche of knowledge regarding the magical disasters, and consequently, a greater sense of helplessness. 
 
    Maybe this sense of impotence was what had driven people like my father and the human militia to their extreme anti-Faerene position. It struck deep when you moved from knowing and controlling your destiny and that of other people (as officers in the military did, and they were the people who’d formed the core of the new militia) to operating in a fog of unknowns, unsure how to save those who looked to you for protection. 
 
    The night grew colder, and I missed Istvan’s presence beside me. The huge griffin radiated heat.  
 
    Rory stepped over Nils to add wood to the fire. He returned to the table, but not to his chair. He perched his butt against the table to face me. “At dawn, this ends.” 
 
    Quossa snorted.  
 
    “This ends,” my husband repeated. He respected the moratorium on magic use and didn’t shift form. However, his wolf was close to the surface; calculating, possessive and ruthless. “Amy’s arms are aching. You can tell by how she moves them, restless. Pain does that. Her fingers are pale and cramped, and I can’t even touch her to massage them. She needs a hot drink.” 
 
    “I’m human,” Jarod said. “I might be able to take over from her. I don’t get why you didn’t call that second human familiar partner, Chen, here as backup.” 
 
    I blinked my heavy eyelids. That was an astute question. Did the Faerene not trust Chen?  
 
    Quossa lowered his muzzle to his right knee. His silver horn was less dull now than when the rough magic had been at its worst. 
 
    Rory’s grip on the table edge tightened. “Chen broke.” 
 
    My gaze flew from Rory’s hands to his face. 
 
    His eyes were sad, begging forgiveness from me for what wasn’t his fault. “Viola.” The goblin was Chen’s mage partner, as Istvan was mine. We were their familiars. Rory’s voice gentled. Jarod had asked the question, but Rory was answering me. “Viola was healing a child when rough magic flooded one of her spells. The child’s body grew grotesquely.” He hesitated a half-breath. “Fatally.” 
 
    My hands clenched on the spindle and orb. Agony radiated along my muscles, not limited to my arms, but down my back and into my thighs.  
 
    Rory jerked forward, to me, and deliberately settled back. He looked at the door. “Istvan returns. A goblin is with him.” 
 
    “Chad.” I spoke the name of Nora’s second-in-command like a prayer. If the magic flows had steadied across the globe, then I could release the spindle and orb—I hoped. Less selfishly, it meant the Faerene wouldn’t be suffering magic sickness anymore, and the moratorium might be lifted early. “But what happened to Chen?” 
 
    “His magic seems to have vanished,” Rory said. “He’s traumatized. He won’t speak to any Faerene. He’s angry.” 
 
    Thane rumbled into speech. “It’s not safe to have this Chen near the orb.” The guardian of humanity’s orb had spoken. 
 
    I stared at the black orb. Chen might try to destroy it if it was put in his vicinity. I’d never been tempted. The orb held knowledge. Destroying it would be vicious, stupid vandalism. But when you hurt a lot, sometimes you did shameful things. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    Chad entered with Istvan looming over him. The goblin was wrapped in a blanket over a coat. He stumbled over an edge of the blanket as he beelined for the table and the orb and spindle on it. 
 
    Quossa put his rump in the way, and Chad bounced off his boss’s boss. 
 
    Unfortunately for Chad, he bounced into Istvan who was out of patience. “Sit down.” A paw against Chad’s lower back propelled him past Quossa and onto a chair at the head of the table. 
 
    Meantime, Digger and Nils rose with neat movements that held no suggestion they’d been sleeping. They folded their blankets, placing them on the bench.  
 
    The most interesting person to watch was Thane, who rose to his seven foot height and skirted around Jarod to stand near Chad, close enough to grab the scientist. Thane hadn’t shown that sort of wariness about the rest of us. 
 
    I studied Chad, wondering what Faerene scientists were capable of in terms of reckless behavior for Thane to consider the skinny goblin a threat to the orb. 
 
    Chad ignored Thane as he’d ignored Istvan. He peered at the orb and spindle, tipping his head this way and that. Forgotten, his blanket slid from the chair to the floor. 
 
    In the background, Digger began making tea. 
 
    We all waited for Chad’s report. 
 
    The goblin’s lips pursed. He leaned toward the orb, but his short arms couldn’t reach it. If he attempted to lunge for it, Thane would pick him up bodily. 
 
    Quossa whinnied, demandingly. 
 
    “Oh.” Chad cringed. “My report. Yes…” His gaze slid back to the orb, and on, to the spindle. 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak in disgust and took over reporting duties. “The magic flows were stable around the bunker. Nora ordered it opened. She, Chad and Vila checked it. When it was deemed safe, Vila allowed the other scientists to return. When Chad and I set off back here, they were completing their tests. It seems that the magic flows are steady across the globe.” 
 
    Chad found his voice. “The object you call a spindle is fascinating.” 
 
    “It is a spindle,” Jarod said flatly. Even his good humor had reached its limit. 
 
    “It nullifies oppugnant possibilities.” Chad wriggled in his chair, sliding forward. 
 
    Quossa’s lips peeled back from his strong equine teeth. 
 
    It took me a long moment to realize why. Chad was using magic sight, something Quossa hadn’t approved. The moratorium on magic use was still in operation. 
 
    Finally, Chad paid proper attention to the unicorn who was the Fae Council’s chief scientist. “Sorry. Nora said I should look. It’s fascinating and we mightn’t ever have another opportunity to observe the spindle in action. Nora believes the magic flows will remain steady. She asks that Amy cease using the spindle at two o’clock.” He fumbled in a pocket for a watch. 
 
    Digger had one strapped to his wrist. “Twelve minutes. A narrow margin. You should have reported immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, he should have.” Rory glowered down at the goblin. Then he met my gaze. “Twelve minutes.” 
 
    My arms trembled in anticipation of the relief. 
 
    Chad finally noticed how closely Thane watched him. He inched away from the orc, only to flinch at a snort from Quossa and a flash of light as the unicorn’s silver horn reflected the lamplight. Maybe donning a professional manner gave Chad a sense of security. He cleared his throat. “After an hour, if the magic flows remain steady, Nora will contact Harold and Yngvar via slate with the data from the recorders. It’ll be up to them whether the moratorium is lifted. Nora is decided. She will advise in favor of allowing people their magic once more. The moratorium’s disruption of ordinary life is severe.” 
 
    Thank you, Mr. Obvious. I looked at Digger. “Can we do a countdown to two o’clock?” 
 
    He smiled at me, unstrapped his watch, and put it on the table where I could see it. 
 
    The small gesture made my eyes sting with tired tears. 
 
    A couple of minutes later we all had mugs of tea.  
 
    “Two o’clock,” Rory said. 
 
    I lifted my hands from the spindle and orb. 
 
    Thane clamped a heavy hand on Chad’s shoulder as he, Istvan and Quossa monitored the magic flows in the cookhouse. 
 
    Rory rubbed my arms. 
 
    “Love you,” I whispered to him. Our heads were close together. 
 
    He kissed me fleetingly. “Want some tea? I’ll hold the mug for you.” 
 
    Given the cramps and muscle stiffness, I agreed. The hot drink was wonderful, and we alternated sips.  
 
    “So cute.” Jarod wrinkled his nose at me.  
 
    I wrinkled my nose back. 
 
    “Are you hungry,” Rory asked. 
 
    “No.” I looked at Istvan, and past him, to Quossa and Chad. “Are the magic flows holding steady?” 
 
    “Yes,” Istvan said.  
 
    I yawned before butting my head against Rory’s shoulder. “I swear I will never take bathrooms for granted again.” 
 
    “Toilet trek!” Jarod grabbed a blanket and one of our unlit lamps. 
 
    Thane grinned. “Actually…Daud?” 
 
    “I will watch from out here.” The dragon was clearly audible through the window. “Istvan from in there. No one is to move closer to the orb and spindle.”  
 
    Quossa nodded agreement. 
 
    Thane considered Chad. “Istvan, injure anyone who approaches the orb or spindle.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Chad said peevishly. 
 
    “On that note.” Jarod urged us to the door. 
 
    Rory supported most of my weight as I got my legs moving. When I was steady on my feet, feeling the blood circulating freely, he wrapped a blanket around me shawl fashion. 
 
    Jarod whistled an army marching tune as he led our little parade through the breath-stealingly cold night. “A lot of people have outdoor toilets these days. I will never again complain about cleaning our inside one.” 
 
    “We have two,” Digger said. 
 
    “Well, I might complain about cleaning two.”  
 
    Thane grunted at Jarod’s joking. 
 
    “That’s the odd thing about disasters.” On our return journey, I shared my internal musings, but started halfway through them, which probably confused the others. “You think about the hard things and the heroics, but it’s the small daily things that make life miserable. Like toilet treks in the freezing cold.” 
 
    Daud answered me. “Sometimes simply going on is an act of immense courage. Go in now and warm up. Istvan says the magic flows remain steady.” 
 
    I settled beside my black griffin magician partner. 
 
    He tucked his wing over me. 
 
    Rory rummaged for food. None of us could sleep while we waited to hear whether Nora contacted Harold and Yngvar with good news, and if the two of them would lift the moratorium. 
 
    The slate lay on the table. If it activated, we’d be free of the moratorium—unless Yngvar or Harold was contacting Istvan or Thane with bad news. I didn’t understand the system that underpinned the slates. Apparently, they could be switched on remotely. Yngvar had disabled the system during the moratorium so that no one could be tempted into using the slates to connect with each other via magic. 
 
    We ate ginger spice cookies as we defrosted from the air outside. At least it hadn’t been raining or snowing. A thought struck me. “Would Daud like some cookies?”  
 
    “Yes,” he boomed. 
 
    Nils laughed and stood. “I have pemmican left over. You’ll enjoy that even more.” Nils opened the door a crack and passed Daud the treat. 
 
    “You are all so easily distracted,” Chad fretted. 
 
    Rory sat down beside me, his back against Istvan’s shoulder, one arm encircling me. 
 
    I dozed against him. 
 
    The sudden tension that jolted through him and Istvan shook me awake. 
 
    “The slate switched on,” Rory said. 
 
    Harold’s voice came through clearly. “The moratorium on magic is lifted. The rough magic flows have been temporarily eased, sufficient for everyone to use minimal magic. Don’t go crazy. Full restoration of Earth’s stable pattern of magic will take another day. We will answer questions after that. I repeat, the moratorium on magic is lifted, but please, do not attempt major magic without approval from the magistrate of your territory.” 
 
    “Devils damn,” Istvan uncharacteristically swore. 
 
    In Istvan’s defense, Fae King Harold had just landed a time and resource intensive new responsibility on us without warning. 
 
    “But in good news, the magic is back,” I said. 
 
    Chad interrupted. “That’s a misstatement, a fundamental—” 
 
    “Hush.” Quossa had his voice back. “Chad, you have responsibilities back at the bunker. Go.” 
 
    “The orb,” Chad began. 
 
    “Stays with us,” Thane rumbled. 
 
    I didn’t want the responsibility of it. I did want the spindle, but I doubted the Faerene would be willing to part with it, and I definitely didn’t want a fight over it. Not now when my muscles ached and the crisis of rough magic wasn’t resolved, merely temporarily patched. 
 
    “Quite,” Quossa agreed with Thane. “The Fae Council mandate is clear. Thane and Daud may do whatever is necessary for the security of the orb and spindle. No one is to touch either without Fae Council approval. Amy, if you could wrap both, please? The orb in its blue cloth and the spindle in the scarves the ancient mages wound around it.” 
 
    I did so, under Chad’s close scrutiny, and without feeling a flicker of magic. I slid them across the table to Thane. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said solemnly. So solemnly that it became a fleeting but hallowed moment. He was accepting the honor of being entrusted with humanity’s magical treasures. 
 
    Quossa spoilt the mood with more orders. “Istvan and Rory have a duty to their territory. So does Nils. It will take hard work and powerful magical ability to restore the balance in Earth’s most magically volatile regions, and that includes the Pacific Northwest. Amy is required in Civitas. The Fae Council will host an open forum on the feral magic disaster once the latticework is restored. Harold put her on the council for a reason. She must be there and be visible.” 
 
    Rory stood beside me, but with his shoulder in front of mine. The shield-like position mirrored his attitude. “That’s over twenty four hours away. Are the other councilors being recalled so early?” 
 
    “The other councilors have responsibilities,” Quossa returned. “Amy’s responsibility is to be visible.” 
 
    “And if Yngvar has questions, Amy will be physically there.” Istvan’s tone was the judicial one he employed as a magistrate; balanced and unemotional. “If the plan to restore the latticework fails and they need to get her to the orb and spindle, then Crete is a lot closer to here than North America is.” And before Rory could protest. “Daud explained that the orb and spindle aren’t going to be risked through a portal until the latticework is in place.” 
 
    “I could stay here?” I clasped Rory’s hand. 
 
    My suggestion didn’t please him. “No.” 
 
    “No,” Istvan agreed. “You can’t stay here alone and the bunker is no place for you.” 
 
    The subtext there was that he couldn’t guarantee my safety in a place under Nora’s command. That was concerning. What tests might someone like Chad desire to run? I glanced at Thane. 
 
    The orc guard shook his head, sympathetically. “Daud and I have other plans for protecting the orb and spindle. We won’t remain at the cookhouse.” 
 
    “Civitas, then.” I wanted to travel home. The desire to return to Justice was almost a physical ache. Otherwise, if magic failed again, I’d be a long way from the people I loved. 
 
    And yet, I couldn’t deny my duty to the Fae Council and Earth’s future any more than Rory could deny his oath to protect the North American Territory.  
 
    If I had to go to Civitas, then I had to go. 
 
    Rory huffed in unwilling resignation. 
 
    Digger flicked a throwing knife in the air. “I’ll go with Amy.” 
 
    “Without magic?” Jarod, the only other human in the room, broke off. After an instant, he grinned. “You know, yeah. I could go, but you’re scarier. Even without magic.” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to scare anyone.” I looked around for support for my pacifist position, and found it sadly lacking.  
 
    Nils raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    Rory scowled. 
 
    I sighed. “Maybe we do. I hope you’re wrong. No Faerene should attack a human just for being human. And if they recognize me and attack, then that’s worse. They’d be attacking a Fae Council member. That can’t be permitted in the Migration.” 
 
    “It’s not.” Quossa tossed his head. “A fact that has annoyed some of the stallions who dislike me.” 
 
    Unicorns could be volatile. 
 
    I folded my arms. “So, from my perspective, my safety is a Faerene problem. I’m going to wander through Civitas, as is my right, and I will bring Digger with me because I can and because you won’t be happy if I’m alone, and if someone attacks me, that’s on them.” 
 
    Rory growled. “And if you’re injured or killed?” 
 
    I held his gaze. “I don’t want to be brave. I wish I could run home to Justice with you. But if I have to be in Civitas, if I have to sit on the Fae Council, then no one is going to undermine me by saying I’m afraid. I represent humanity, Rory. I must do so from a position of strength, even if it’s half bravado and half political calculation. It’s certainly not for my magical ability.” 
 
    He hauled me into a crushing hug, one where I barely managed to wriggle my arms free to hug him back. His breath was warm against my ear. “Do what you have to do to come home safe. I’ll back you.” 
 
    Meant as trust and reassurance, his comment was nonetheless terrifying. The magic flows might have steadied, but the crisis wasn’t done with us yet. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Quossa opened the portal to the front steps of Governing House in Civitas. The portal stayed steady. I walked through, turned and raised a hand to Rory. As I did so, Digger joined me. Within seconds Quossa was with us and the portal closed. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to witness Rory opening a portal for the rest of them, but he’d send me a message to confirm their safe return to Justice. I needed a slate. 
 
    I needed a few things. 
 
    A tall, skinny elf ran down the ramp to meet Quossa, who’d started up it. Ramps were easier than stairs for unicorns. “Quossa, it’s good to have you back. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “Liam.” Quossa confined himself to a one word greeting. “Amy Hope Fang, our newest Fae Council member, requires a guest suite for herself and her companion Di—” Quossa turned to stare at us, suddenly appalled. 
 
    “Alston Graves,” Digger supplied his real name rather than the nickname everyone knew him by, and which Quossa had just realized was insufficient for courteous introductions. “I’m fine with being called Digger. Just not Mr. Digger.” 
 
    The elf looked down his nose. “That won’t be a problem.” The navy blue tunic Liam wore was a match for that worn by a second elf who hurried forward. It was a uniform. They were clerks, or the people-greeting equivalent, at Governing House. 
 
    I was too fatigued to think of their actual job titles or to endure their snobbery. “Liam, Digger and I also require a change of clothes. We’ll expect them in four hours, after we’ve slept.” I could mend fences later, if I had to. For now, I was willing to treat Liam-who-disdained-humans as a hotel concierge. One lesson my wealthy childhood had taught me was how to handle snooty hospitality staff: you outsnooted them. If you didn’t they’d bully you passive aggressively at every contact. 
 
    Liam bowed briefly and unhappily. “Osana will serve you. Osana, the gray suite for Councilor Amy Hope Fang and her companion.” 
 
    “Guard,” Digger said. He wasn’t taking any guff, either. 
 
    Quossa swished his tail and wandered off. 
 
    I called to him before he vanished down a long corridor, headed in the opposite direction to Osana. “Quossa?” 
 
    He turned his head. His horn shone silver in the dawn light that filtered in the windows. 
 
    “When you have a moment, can we discuss the djinn?” 
 
    Busy though he was, Quossa paused to consider my request.  
 
    Liam’s mouth tucked down in thin-lipped disapproval. He stood rigidly by, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    I appreciated, rather than resented, Quossa’s hesitation. It meant that if he said yes, he’d keep his promise. 
 
    “Settle into your quarters. I’ll send a messenger when I know what time I can free up.” 
 
    With the chaotic, destructive consequences of the rough magic all around us, his answer was generous. “Thank you.” 
 
    The gray suite proved to be human-sized with two bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, and a shared sitting room. Digger checked my room as a bodyguard would, found no monsters lurking under the four poster bed or in the armoire, and departed for his room and sleep. 
 
    I stripped off, showered, and slept with my hair turbaned in a towel. I woke to dry, tangled hair and a huge appetite.  
 
    Digger’s hair was too short to tangle, but he grunted agreement to my exaggeration that I could eat a horse. Filling our stomachs would be an easy first step into the day.  
 
    Osana intercepted us as we headed down the corridor, dressed in the clothes she’d provided. She’d chosen office clothing for us: black jackets and trousers, a white shirt for Digger, and a subdued blue one for me. She hadn’t tried to find shoes to fit us, but our boots had been cleaned of their desert and mountain dirt, and polished. We were presentable, although not impressive. That suited me. I had my backpack slung over one shoulder. 
 
    “Councilor Amy, Mr. Graves.” Osana inclined her head in polite greeting. “Breakfast? Or would you prefer lunch? The kitchen begins serving the midday meal in an hour, but if you’d like to request something, I’ll make arrangements?” 
 
    “Bread and cheese is fine. And coffee.” I looked at Digger. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I’ll have your meal brought to your suite.” 
 
    No. Being corralled in our rooms was not on my agenda. I had to stay in or near Governing House so that a messenger could find us for our meeting with Quossa, but staying inside didn’t appeal.  
 
    “We’ll be in the portside courtyard.” I smiled tightly at the elf, who smiled back with matching insincerity.  
 
    Frustration flashed in her eyes that I refused to be guided by her. 
 
    Had Liam or someone higher up the chain told her to foster my sequestration? 
 
    As we strolled on Digger observed that I knew where I was going. 
 
    “I memorized a map after my first visit to Civitas. Someone taught me that knowledge of the terrain is advantageous.” 
 
    Since he’d been the one to teach me to learn my surroundings, he grinned. 
 
    The portside courtyard gave us a fine view of sparkling blue water under sunny winter skies. A long jetty was busy with people. The small boats moored at it bobbed with the gentle waves. A couple of goblin children fished from the jetty, supervised by a pelican on the lookout for a handout.  
 
    A waiter brought us breakfast within a couple of minutes. He put the tray on the wide stone railing that I leaned against. 
 
    Digger didn’t lean. He was on guard, alert to the movements of people from boat to dock, and walking briskly along the street. 
 
    “One moment, please. I’ll have a table brought out.” 
 
    “Please, don’t,” I interrupted the waiter. His uniform matched what Osana had supplied for Digger. “We’re fine as we are. We’ll leave the tray here when we’re done.” 
 
    The gnome waiter bowed and trotted back inside. 
 
    I shuffled around to eat comfortably while keeping my backpack on the ground between my feet. 
 
    “It’s a lot more formal here, and people more conscious of their status, than in Justice,” Digger observed. 
 
    “Centre of government. Oh gosh. This is good.” The flat bread was still warm, and the soft, white cheese and honey that I’d spread on my portion squished in oozy, gooey goodness. The bread itself smelled richly of wheat. 
 
    “Coffee’s bitter.” Digger gulped one small cup and poured a second. He wasn’t complaining about the bitterness. The comment was idly made, his attention for the scene around us. 
 
    We were attracting some subtle glances, but no outright stares. 
 
    “The two elves lurking in the doorway are likely to approach,” he murmured. 
 
    I ate a little faster. 
 
    Unfortunately, the elves watched us closely, and timed their approach perfectly to my final sip of coffee. 
 
    “Councilor Amy Hope Fang?”  
 
    Both elves were taller than me, matching Digger’s six feet in height. They were slender, and their bronze-toned, multi-hued jackets both flattered their green skin tone and nipped in at the waist, presumably in a fashion statement. Drainpipe trousers and pointy-toed brown boots completed their mod look. 
 
    “Excuse us for intruding. I am Henri. This is Raul.” Both elves executed elaborate bows. 
 
    I nodded. Bowing hadn’t been part of my etiquette lessons at boarding school. “Good morning. Henri and Raul, this is Digger.” 
 
    Digger thrust out his hand. 
 
    The elves shook hands as gracefully as they’d bowed. “Well met.”  
 
    Henri seemed to be the spokesperson. He focused on me. “We are clan siblings with Jakov. He requested that we offer you our assistance.” 
 
    “Oh.” I’d known that visiting Governing House meant diving into politics. I just hadn’t been here long enough to work out in which direction to swim. “That is kind of him, and you.” 
 
    Henri smiled. “You are uncertain. Jakov is a scientist. His bunker in Australia was much affected by the rough magic. He told us that an artifact you retrieved and activated saved vital magical equipment and supplies. He asked that we introduce ourselves. These are our abodes.” Henri passed me two cards. “Both our shared office, Jakov’s office, here at Governing House, and our private homes. You are welcome in our homes.” 
 
    “Most welcome,” Raul confirmed. 
 
    “If you require information or anything else, please contact us.” 
 
    The two cards I held were off-white rectangles with the elves’ names, clan and office details on the front, and handwritten home addresses for here in Civitas on the back. “Thank you. And please thank Jakov.” 
 
    They responded with slight bows. “It is our honor.” 
 
    I slipped the cards into a pocket. “Henri, are other councilors likely to offer me similar support?” 
 
    “No,” Raul said. 
 
    Henri frowned at him. 
 
    Raul gave a one-shouldered shrug. “You are not important.” He dodged a sharp elbow jab from his colleague. 
 
    Digger’s eyebrows. 
 
    “Raul misspoke,” Henri began. 
 
    “I did not. Speaking clearly is what Jakov asked of us. She is Magistrate Istvan’s familiar and the new pack leader’s mate. She won’t be accustomed to circumlocution.” 
 
    She was standing right in front of them, fascinated. I grinned. I’d mistaken the fashionable pair of elves for courtiers. Their bickering made them far more interesting than that. I glanced at Digger to share my amusement, and found him scowling. “What?” 
 
    “They are adjusting their presentation to your response,” he said. 
 
    Henri and Raul’s affectations fell away, and they were suddenly soldiers in fancy dress, eyeing him and me shrewdly. 
 
    “Apparently, I’m more naïve than I thought,” I told Digger. I struggled to hide how it unsettled me that I couldn’t trust my judgment. “I’m glad you’re here.” I hadn’t considered that he would guard me against my own fallible instincts.  
 
    “Our offer of assistance is genuine,” Henri said. “Nor will we lie to you. The Fae Council isn’t a ruling political body. Lying to its members to manipulate them to advance a personal cause is against the ethics of the Migration.” 
 
    There was a lot of wriggle room in that statement. I pretended to accept it at face value. “Thank you. I’m curious. Why is Jakov interested in me?” 
 
    “As I said, he feels we—all Faerene—owe you a debt. Leaving you lost and alone here would be poor repayment for your courage.” 
 
    “A diplomatic non-answer,” I observed. 
 
    Henri smiled. It was a charming smile that revealed dimples in his lean cheeks. It also showed off his sharp incisors. “Jakov is a scientist. Quossa has oversight of scientific matters pertaining to magic for the Fae Council. Jakov is responsible for the environment, generally. He has command of the reclamation teams. Their focus is changing from emergency measures to long term, sustainable, systems development. Magic flows are part of Earth’s environment, depending on definitions and boundaries drawn.” 
 
    Translation: Jakov and Quossa clashed about who was responsible for what. 
 
    “The reclamation teams will be repairing damage from the rough magic,” Henri concluded. 
 
    He almost distracted me into thinking of how Tineke might be affected by her new duties as a reclamation team member. However, I maintained focus, waiting for him to answer my actual question. 
 
    Raul did. “Jakov is a scientist. To him you’re an interesting mutation.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open.  
 
    Henri frowned at his colleague. “Mutation is the wrong word. An unexpected variant.” 
 
    “I’m a mutant.” It sounded so much like something from a movie in the pre-apocalypse world that I began laughing. 
 
    “Ignore her,” Digger said to the baffled and slightly concerned elves. “I expect she’s imagining herself as a superhero.” 
 
    Henri’s look of confusion had me choking on my laughter, which at least meant I sobered up. Bending over to catch my breath, I picked up my backpack and slung it over my shoulder. “Sorry, old human joke. So. You’re offering to answer any questions I have?” 
 
    Raul nodded. “Also, I have a question. Why isn’t Nils with you?” 
 
    Digger’s trigger finger twitched. “Why ask after Nils in particular? Why not any Faerene?” 
 
    An inquisitive gull landed on the railing and sidled toward our group. 
 
    Raul shrugged. 
 
    “We did wonder,” Henri said. “Why a human guard and not a Faerene?” 
 
    I had an answer for that, the same answer I’d given Rory, and one which echoed Henri’s earlier comment. “I’m a Fae Council member. I shouldn’t need a guard in a Faerene city. So why suggest Nils should be here?” 
 
    “Istvan and Rory can’t be,” Henri said. “But Nils could perhaps be spared from the North American Territory, and he is one of the strongest magicians in your mate’s pack.” 
 
    “My pack,” I snapped. “Our pack.” 
 
    The gull squawked and flew away, down to the jetty. 
 
    Henri’s eyes widened fleetingly before narrowing. “As you say. It would be according to pack protocol for the alpha’s mate to have a high-ranking guard during a critical time, such as this.” 
 
    “Dorotta?” I suggested. 
 
    “Not as strong a magician, and physically not capable of following everywhere, as an elf is.” Henri alluded to the size disparity between a dragon and me. 
 
    They weren’t giving me any useful information. Instead, they were chasing it. They wanted to know why a human accompanied me. Unfortunately for them, I could be equally vague. “Dorotta has other duties. Digger was available to accompany me.” I allowed a beat of silence, enough to indicate that no further information was forthcoming. “Regarding the Fae Council, what is expected of me?” 
 
    I could have asked what people’s opinion of me was, but they would dance around that direct question. Asking what I needed to do with regard to the Fae Council was exactly what they’d claimed Jakov had asked they assist me with. 
 
    “You’re a seat warmer,” Raul said. “Your role is to be seen, but to be silent.” 
 
    I stared at him. Why had he asked about Nils?  
 
    As a former assassin, Nils had operated in the shadows. Was there a message there, that a councilor stood in the spotlight, while what couldn’t be acknowledged was done in the shadows and would never be admitted to? 
 
    “Thanks for the advice,” I said curtly. “I should be able to manage that.” 
 
    The two elves frowned suspiciously at me. My tone had been level, but the words were ambiguous. They couldn’t decide if I was sincere or sarcastic. 
 
    If I’d been alone here at Governing House, they’d have had an easier time manipulating me. I owed Digger for being older and more cynical. 
 
    I also trusted Istvan. I mightn’t like his friend Piros, the Faerene spymaster and my fellow councilor, but because Istvan trusted Piros, so did I—to some extent. I trusted the red dragon enough that if I desired political advice, in person, he was who I’d go to. 
 
    “Nils is my cousin,” Raul said abruptly. 
 
    Digger whistled, soft and incredulous. 
 
    “You doubt my word?” 
 
    Digger deliberated for a few moments. “I doubt that family feeling prompted your question.” 
 
    He and Nils were friends. What had Nils confided in him? 
 
    I gave my shoulders a shake. It didn’t matter. “We’ll tell Nils you asked after him. Is there anything else?” 
 
    Raul shared his glare between Digger and me. “Nils is the one who chose to separate himself to join your pack.” 
 
    Abruptly, my opinion of Raul, and by extension, Henri, crystallized. Nils hadn’t told me much of his life on Elysium, but it was enough to know that he’d been ostracized for his career as an assassin. That his family or clan now had a use for him on Earth didn’t mean that they got to play a loyalty card that they’d torn up years ago. 
 
    “Goodbye.” I glared at Raul. 
 
    Neither of us moved. From my perspective, the elves had joined Digger and me, so they were the ones who should leave. 
 
    Henri put a hand on Raul’s shoulder. “We’ll leave you to enjoy your day.” He bowed without reiterating that I could call on them for assistance. 
 
    Raul muttered something that might have been goodbye. 
 
    I watched them re-enter Governing House. 
 
    Digger surveyed our surroundings. “If all Faerene should support the Fae Council, then anyone here ought to answer your questions honestly.” 
 
    The door closed behind the two elves. By the time they reached it, they’d recovered their fashionable, slinking stride rather than the brisk march of army training. 
 
    “People will be listening to us,” I said to Digger, and whoever was eavesdropping magically. “I don’t know any privacy spells.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth indented, a minor tic that indicated hidden humor. “Nils would.” 
 
    I punched his arm.  
 
    To the east sprawled the bazaar, separated from Governing House by a plaza and a row of official buildings. We had intended to visit it. Digger was curious to see the heart of Faerene commerce and all its different peoples, and I’d wanted to view the damage to it and the recovery effort from the rough magic. 
 
    Instead, I looked out across the port. The jetty at Governing House was for people. Further down, the docks focused on loading and unloading cargo. 
 
    I flattened my hands against the stone railing, leaning lightly into it. “It was easy to procrastinate on the farm. If there was something I didn’t want to do, there were always other chores that needed doing.”  
 
    Digger didn’t call me on my revisionist history. 
 
    True, there had been work aplenty, but there’d also been duties like helping Dr. Sayed in providing medical care for the town that I hadn’t been able to avoid. The distinction was that I hadn’t tried to avoid that duty. My role as a healer had been clear and self-chosen. 
 
    In comparison, my life with the Faerene was complicated. I had a number of different roles. People’s expectations of me and my own sense of duty and loyalty pulled me in conflicting directions. 
 
    I pushed away from the railing that edged the square. “We don’t actually have to visit the bazaar.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I sighed. “I should work on my journal.” Weather-wise, the day was perfect. “You can look around.” One resolute shake of his head rejected the suggestion. I smiled ruefully. “Okay. I’d feel better if you were close by, ready to see through schemes.” 
 
    Henri and Raul’s approach had at least introduced some doubt into my mind about Digger’s perception of me as a visionary and Rory naming me a verity. I hadn’t seen the truth of the two elves’ military background. 
 
    “Writing reports seems like a Governing House type job,” Digger said. 
 
    There’d been a narrow desk in our suite’s sitting room. 
 
    “Oh joy. Bureaucracy,” I said for the benefit of anyone listening. They didn’t get to know what was in my journal. My private thoughts would be staying precisely that: private. Which was why my journal was with me in my backpack. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    My hand cramped as I wrote up our spelunking expedition, the djinn, and activating the orb and spindle together.  
 
    Digger sat reading in a chair by the door. Istvan had employed the best of translation spells when he and Rory first met my family, and that had paid off since the rough magic. Unlike transient translation spells, Istvan’s had taught Digger and the others to speak Fae and to read and write it. If Istvan had gone for a lesser spell that needed sustaining, my family wouldn’t have been able to talk with their Faerene neighbors during the moratorium on magic. 
 
    As it was, Digger was reading a record of Fae Council meetings. 
 
    Osana hadn’t been able to refuse my perfectly reasonable request for a copy of the council’s minutes, although by the manner in which her mouth thinned and her shoulders hunched, she’d wanted to. Fortunately, notwithstanding the view of the Faerene in Governing House who thought that my role on the council was to sit and be silent, as a councilor I warranted the bare minimum of information freely available to all Faerene. 
 
    I closed my journal and regarded the wall slate. I had to accept that any conversation held here in Governing House could be overheard. I still wanted to talk to those at home. 
 
    “Henri and Raul are spies,” I said to Digger. 
 
    He bookmarked his place in the Fae Council minutes with a finger. “Yeah.” 
 
    “But not Piros’s spies. They’re Jakov’s. The waiter confirmed it.” I’d asked the waiter who’d come to collect our breakfast dishes about the two elves. “If every Fae Council member has people spying—” 
 
    “Intelligence gathering.” 
 
    Because this was Digger and he didn’t nitpick, I paused to consider his point. Possibly he meant that Henri and Raul’s actions were acceptable and that they weren’t enemy operatives. They were allies who’d taken the wrong approach to acquiring information about me so that their councilor could make better decisions. 
 
    “Every community indulges in politics,” Digger said. “Don’t romanticize the Faerene. They might be united to survive the Migration, but they’ll also be positioning to gain an advantage for their own in the future.” 
 
    I dug my fingers into my knotted shoulder muscles. I had a tension headache lurking. “Istvan said something like that, back at the beginning.” 
 
    Digger quirked an eyebrow. “Which wasn’t so long ago.” 
 
    The Faerene Apocalypse was less than a year old. I smile, ruefully. “Yeah.” I stared at the slate. “I’m going to call home. The clerks’ room. Someone can tell us what’s happening.” 
 
    He came and stood by the desk. The slate would show us both to whoever answered. 
 
    That turned out to be Urwin. 
 
    The centaur greeted us briefly. “Rory thought you’d call. First, how are you?” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    Digger nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Urwin echoed me wearily. “We’re over-extended here. The clean up is asking as much of us as the real-time disaster response. But at least the magic sickness is gone. Rory said to tell you that all those you love are fine. He is on the west coast dealing with an ice bloom.” 
 
    Urwin’s speech was too hurried for me to interrupt with a question. I could learn what an ice bloom was, later.  
 
    “Istvan is in talks with the elves up at the Great Lakes. Someone created a water monster. He dissolved it, but two naga died. A human township was affected. Casualties unknown.” 
 
    Beside me, Digger shifted his weight. The magistrate hall knew the details of Faerene deaths but not humans’?  
 
    The ugly, pragmatic part of my brain whispered that naga were rare, especially on Earth, while there remained a billion humans. In terms of species survival, whoever created the water monster would suffer a harsher punishment for the damage dealt to the naga population, and humans like Digger and I who learned of the case would have to be satisfied with the harsh punishment despite the human cost being overlooked. 
 
    “What about the Huh?” I asked. 
 
    Urwin rubbed his eyes. “Oh, that’s good news. Well, could-have-been-worse news. The Huh all survived. Those in Florida, Dorotta translocated in and released them personally. I saw a report that the other Huh villages around the globe likewise survived. Suffered, but survived. And no zombified humans.” 
 
    The back rail of my chair groaned as Digger gripped it. He didn’t know of the Huh or their uncontrolled necromancy. Urwin’s comment about zombies came out of nowhere for him. 
 
    I swiveled to grip his wrist. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Uh, sorry,” Urwin apologized from the slate. “I didn’t think.” 
 
    Someone knocked at the door. 
 
    “You’re tired.” I sympathized with him.  
 
    Digger answered the door. With him blocking the doorway, I could barely glimpse the nymph messenger. 
 
    “Quossa has time to meet with Amy, now.” 
 
    “Urwin, sorry. I have a chance to meet with Quossa. Can you tell Rory, when he asks, that we’re fine?” 
 
    “Of course. Be safe.” 
 
    The slate went blank. 
 
    I grabbed my backpack and shoved the journal into it. 
 
    “Quossa is at Carob Tree Grazing Garden,” the nymph informed Digger. 
 
    “Carob Tree Grazing Garden,” I repeated. 
 
    “Would you like me to guide you there?” The offer was polite. Her tone of voice said, say no. 
 
    I was about to ruin her day. I didn’t have time to spend getting lost on our way to Quossa. “Yes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The nymph messenger set a fast pace as she guided Digger and me to Quossa. Perhaps she had a busy schedule we were interrupting or perhaps she just didn’t want to talk to us. 
 
    To my surprise, she led us out of Governing House and across the plaza. 
 
    Digger never fell more than two steps behind me. 
 
    In ten minutes we’d gone beyond the busy center of town and were among the narrow ring of suburbs.  
 
    Our unnamed messenger and guide halted. “If you carry on straight down that road and turn right at the first corner, the grazing gardens begin there. You’ll see Quossa.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She bowed her head to me, gave Digger a cautious look, and departed as swiftly as she’d brought us here. 
 
    We continued on down the street and turned right as instructed. After five houses and a carriage house, the urban landscape became bucolic and the street unpaved. Chickens clucked and wandered among gardens which were a mix of field grasses, herbs and the occasional tree, all flourishing despite the winter season. The presence of elves tending the gardens and fretting around a fallen tree suggested they were responsible for the gardens’ fecundity. 
 
    Quossa grazed near a medium-sized evergreen tree, presumably the garden’s eponymous carob tree. 
 
    Digger and I sat on the low stone wall that separated the garden from the street. Whilst Quossa could graze while using magic to shape sound waves to speak with us, that didn’t mean he didn’t have a hundred other demands on his time. I asked why he’d prioritized my request to speak with him. 
 
    He chewed a mouthful of fragrant herbs and grasses. “Istvan is not the only Faerene who believes in balance. You have suffered because of us, and we continue to injure you. You are a youngster and we should be nurturing your maturation in life and in magic. Separating you from both your husband and your mage partner in a time of crisis is nigh on unforgiveable. But you must be here, and if Rory or Istvan stayed with you and people suffered and died in their territory, the suffering would be laid at your feet. So, the least we owe you is teaching and to hear your concerns.” 
 
    He pulled at a clump of grass. “Why do the djinn concern you?” 
 
    I boxed away Quossa’s perspective on who I was and my position in Faerene society. This was my chance to talk to a scientist about the djinn. Submitting a written report—which I intended to do, for the record—meant my concerns regarding the djinn might be dismissed for days or weeks. I thought the djinn and the clues they offered to Earth’s magic ought to be a current consideration. 
 
    “Initially, when we stood on the outskirts of the djinn, Digger and Jarod saw the core of it as a dust devil, a vortex of dirt like a small tornado. I saw that, as well, but barely for a few seconds. Once I concentrated on the djinn, and although I didn’t try to observe it as magic or via magic, my perception of it changed. It became the sort of active contradiction of reality that the ancient mages’ name for it implied. Thunder shadow. 
 
    “At its core, I saw light and shade as links interlocking in a chain that tangled and knotted. My physical vision wasn’t impaired even as it was temporarily altered, but my other senses thought fog surrounded us. The touch on my skin, the feeling of sound being both muffled and too close.” 
 
    Digger added his part, uncoached. “I didn’t sense fog. I saw a dust devil that started to approach as we dropped into the cave. Perhaps because I’d been told it was a djinn, my instincts were happy to duck away from it.” 
 
    I nodded. “I preferred to evade rather than approach it, too. Leaving Istvan to lead it away was awful. We didn’t know how it might affect him. What I know directly is that the djinn didn’t follow us underground. Using the term ‘follow’ suggests the djinn has agency. I don’t think it does, in so far as it’s not intelligent, but it is active. I could sense it on the surface while we were belowground. Nils called it chaotic magic. Neither Rory nor Istvan disagreed.” 
 
    I leaned over and picked a sprig of rosemary. Crushing the narrow, waxy leaves released the heavy scent and a stickiness against my fingers. I concentrated on the sensation. Rosemary was for remembrance, but what I remembered was so very strange. “When we emerged from the cage, the djinn was right there. We emerged into the core of it. We felt it differently. Digger?” 
 
    “For Jarod and me we didn’t see the dust devil anymore. It was eerie without visible cause. A feeling like walking into an ambush. There was a wind.” 
 
    I smoothed my hand over my hair in unconscious tribute to that wind. “While directly inside the djinn, Rory went blind. Nils lost his hearing. Their senses returned when we escaped the djinn’s inner field of chaotic magic. I was so scared for them, that I believe it affected my reaction to the chaotic magic. I can imagine that if I’d been calm and prepared for the djinn, I’d have experienced it differently.” 
 
    Or maybe not. “Before the apocalypse, I was a college student who intended to become a psychiatrist. I never tried hallucinogens personally, but I knew people who did, and I’d read some studies. What I experienced with the djinn felt like a trip, a warping of reality that had the potential to open me to something other.” 
 
    Digger put a hand on my knee, recalling me to the present. “That intense?” His eyebrows drew together in a V of concern. “You didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “We were focused on the spindle and the rough magic. And I was still processing the experience.” I looked at Quossa, including him in my confession. “It wasn’t transformative for me because I was distracted at the time by my worry for Rory and Nils, and Istvan whom we’d lost. But I think it could have been an experience that humanity has chased ever since the time of the ancient mages, calling it a shaman’s journey. That’s about gaining a new perspective on reality and who you are within that reality, which connects to the idea that magic is unused potential. The djinn are reservoirs of unused potential, possibly capable of transforming a person.” 
 
    I ran out of breath as I finished with a rush. The relief of sharing my concerns regarding how powerful the djinn were, and could be for people, was immense. They were one of the mysteries of Earth magic that the Faerene hadn’t identified, and so, had yet to explain. 
 
    For a minute or so I simply sat and enjoyed the warmth of the sun and the scents of the garden. The smell of rosemary clung to my fingers. 
 
    Dealing with an itch, Quossa rubbed his shoulder against the trunk of the carob tree. “Intriguing. I respect your interest, Amy. The djinn are a fascinating subject of study, and an ephemeral one. They’ll disintegrate when the magic flows stabilize. Once we have time for curiosity, I imagine several scientists will be interested in your experience of the djinn. Even with your detailed written report, I’m sure they’ll have additional questions.” 
 
    I’d been idly swinging a foot, softly hitting the heel of my right boot against the stone wall. Now, I froze before lowering my foot to the ground to balance my weight. 
 
    Digger stood and stretched. 
 
    He had picked up the same thing I had: Quossa’s patronizing tone. 
 
    My stomach hollowed out with that empty, repulsive feeling that can be either a precursor to nausea or the physical expression of psychological distress, namely, sick disappointment. 
 
    Quossa had indulged me with empty courtesy. He’d allotted me his downtime while he ate, the equivalent of how my busy parents had once shared breakfast with me during school holidays: the only time I’d gotten to describe my life to them. 
 
    He’d listened to me superficially, while thinking of more important matters. That I’d expected him to graze had hidden his distraction from me. 
 
    My childhood training rescued me. From my parents’ behavior I knew that the unicorn scientist expected, as they had, that I be grateful for what limited time and attention he’d spared me. I’d ceased throwing tantrums and burning bridges years ago. “Thank you for listening to my concerns, Quossa. I appreciate your time.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, young one. I had to eat, anyway, and some find it disconcerting that I literally talk with my mouth full.” He whiffled his amusement. 
 
    I smiled politely and turned our final words to a focus on what interested him. That was how I’d managed my parents and coaxed future attention from them. Consciously or unconsciously, they’d responded to my flattery that their concerns were paramount. “I hope the restored latticework holds.” 
 
    “It will. It worked for the ancient human mages, and we are stronger than them.” 
 
    An objection, stunning in its simplicity rose to my lips. I bit it back and contemplated the situation for a few seconds. The Faerene expected me to “sit and be silent”, as Raul had said. I was a tool they used, not someone they listened to.  
 
    However, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if their attempt to stabilize Earth’s magic went wrong and I hadn’t checked that they’d at least considered the blatant flaw in their scheme. 
 
    “Quossa, you do realize that the description recounted by the orb of how the ancient mages established the latticework is inaccurate. What they intended it to do, to last a few centuries and the spindle call to humans, isn’t what happened, so they did something differently to what they described in the orb.” 
 
    Quossa snorted. “We are not naïve, Amy. The design of the latticework and its deployment procedure has been corrected. Yngvar is confident, as is everyone who has viewed his plan.” 
 
    “All right then.” I swallowed a sour taste. “It’ll be good when it’s done and I can go home.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Digger fell into step with me as we departed.  
 
    Our former messenger, the nymph, darted forward to report to Quossa. She’d been waiting down the street, beneath a leafless tree, the shadows of its branches dancing over her. 
 
    “Hubris,” Digger said under his breath. 
 
    In Ancient Greek mythology, Zeus, the king of the gods, had been born here on Crete. It was the wrong place to risk excessive pride. Doing so challenged the gods, or fate. Then again, being blinded by pride wasn’t safe anywhere. 
 
    A deep internal tremor shook its way to the surface, shaking my whole body, but at the end of it, the constriction around my chest had gone and I could breathe freely. The sick feeling in my stomach eased as we walked. 
 
    Distantly, I heard the clip-clop of Quossa taking the same path back to Governing House. 
 
    But we weren’t really on the same path, not in our hearts. Our perspectives on the djinn represented our differences. Quossa saw them as a curiosity that would vanish as the Faerene established control over Earth’s magic. I saw the djinn as a genuine part of our world. They’d been lost when the ancient mages’ lockdown on magic outlasted their intent. Now, trying to dissipate the chaotic magic that the djinn both concentrated and symbolized felt fundamentally wrong to me, and fundamentally right to Quossa. 
 
    Who was I to stand counter to the greatest scientific minds among the Faerene on Earth? 
 
    The short answer was that I couldn’t. 
 
    But if I respected the instincts for danger that were flaring anxiety in my gut, then I needed to do something to be ready if the restoration of the latticework failed. Paradoxically, it was Quossa’s disinterest that compelled me to act. 
 
    When we reached the plaza out front of Governing House, my pace slowed. “Let’s go around to the jetty.” 
 
    Digger changed direction without comment. 
 
    The sound of waves washing against the jetty and small boats reminded me of rare times spent with my father at his yacht club. As much a fanatic as he was for sailing, he’d seldom shared the experience with me. When he had, he’d been impatient at my lack of skill, often ordering me to stay out of the way. He’d never been a teacher. 
 
    Digger had taught me far more, even if his lessons had been ones in violence: hunting, patrolling, securing a prisoner. He’d been with me the first time I’d killed a man. 
 
    The Faerene who didn’t know me saw me as young and inexperienced. How they could think that when I’d survived the apocalypse, the loss of six-sevenths of humanity, boggled my mind. But I had to both work around and exploit their misperception before I ultimately challenged it.  
 
    Superstitiously, I crossed my fingers. If the restoration of the latticework re-established the pattern of Earth’s magic as the Faerene believed it would, then I could remain silent and simply vanish back to Justice. In purely selfish terms, that was my preferred outcome. 
 
    However, I suspected that there would be costs to returning Earth’s magic flows to their stable pattern. The Faerene simply hadn’t identified and factored in those costs. 
 
    It was a quirk of reasoning. The status quo always seemed less costly than disturbing it. However, returning to the status quo of stable magic that had underpinned the Migration might be worse than finding a new path. 
 
    What had Earth lost, what had humanity lost, when magic flows remained unnaturally stable for millennia? 
 
    The Faerene seemed to have dismissed the idea that the stable pattern had contributed to eroding Earth’s shield and creating the Rift. But if it had, wasn’t restoring that pattern against the principles of the Migration? 
 
    A quarter of the distance from the end of the jetty I got my slate out of my backpack. “I’m going to call Nils.” 
 
    Digger squinted at me. Or he squinted at the glare reflecting off the water. Either way, the squint was his sole response. 
 
    I called Nils.  
 
    “Amy?” 
 
    “All’s well here. I have a quick question about trusting an elf called Raul. He works for Jakov, lives at…” I consulted the card Raul had given me and read off his home address.  
 
    Nils disregarded the address. “Skinny nose, broken and set badly, crooked to the left.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “Yes,” Digger said. 
 
    “Raul is my cousin,” Nils said. “He was a police detective back on Elysium. Yes, you can trust him. About anything important. Don’t lend him a book. You’ll never get it back.” 
 
    I relaxed. There was affection, restrained but real, in that comment. “He asked why you weren’t with us. I think, maybe, he was worried for you.” 
 
    “I’ll call him, later.” He waited. Despite whatever crisis Nils was in the middle of managing, he gave me priority. 
 
    That sort of care had to be respected. “I won’t keep you. I had to know if this strange elf who offered to answer any questions could be relied upon.” 
 
    “Yes, he can.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nils. Take care.” 
 
    “Bye, Amy, Digger.” Nils disconnected. 
 
    I contemplated the slate. Resisting the temptation to call Rory was surprisingly easy. My brain was busy. Slowly, I found the contact details for a different Faerene. 
 
    Digger’s eyebrows flew up when the Faerene answered. 
 
    It was encouraging that he had answered. I appropriated seventeen minutes of his time. Then Digger and I went to find Raul in his office. 
 
    Governing House buzzed with the energy of the forthcoming reinstitution of the latticework. I noticed Liam, the clerk whom Quossa had first left us with, recognize us and turn away.  
 
    “Suits me,” I muttered. 
 
    Raul’s office was on the third floor, at the rear of the building. He had a window, however, and a potted plant grew luxuriantly on the deep sill. He was in his shirtsleeves, and astonishment widened his eyes at the sight of us. 
 
    I checked his nose. Yup. Crooked. Not that it mattered. “Nils says he’ll call you later.” 
 
    Raul recovered his poise and waved us to chairs. 
 
    Digger shut the office door, then sat in the chair nearest it. 
 
    Shrugging on his jacket, Raul waited till I’d sat before resuming his seat behind the desk. He gathered up a few sheets of paper and tucked them into a drawer. “You’ve decided I’m trustworthy?” 
 
    “We trust Nils,” I said. “And he trusts you.” I took a big breath. “What sort of mutation does Jakov think I am?” 
 
    For an instant, Raul’s mouth thinned. “The term was badly chosen. I apologize.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’ve accepted the Faerene attitude toward human mages—that we shouldn’t exist yet. According to the Migration schedule, magic ability shouldn’t appear in humans for a few generations following exposure to Faerene magic.” 
 
    Raul traced the edge of his chair arms with long fingers. “Even then, some believe that we’ll have to spark the magic in you. Believed,” he corrected himself to the past tense. “As to your existence as an…anomaly. You are an anomaly as a mage and as a familiar. The latter is an unknown relationship in itself. It helps that people respect Istvan as your magician. May I turn the question around? What would you call yourself?” 
 
    “Are we warded for privacy?” 
 
    Raul had himself under complete control. Not an eyelash flickered at my question. “We are, now.” 
 
    I swallowed, but there was no going back. My previous conversation had already committed me to this course of action. “I’m not sure what I’d call myself, but Digger called me a visionary. An oracle. I hope not. Shooting the messenger has a long tradition on Earth. Rory called me a verity.” 
 
    Raul leaned back in his chair, the slow shift in posture speaking of contemplation of a profoundly unexpected idea. 
 
    I continued cautiously. “You and Henri offered to advise me. What protections would a verity have on the Fae Council? Would there be a position for one?” 
 
    “Whew. I don’t like that you asked about protections first.” Raul raised one hand. “No, I’m not blaming you. I am ashamed that you have reason to fear us, the Faerene.” 
 
    “And reason to trust you, too. There are Faerene in our family.” I glanced at Digger, including him in the “our”. 
 
    “Nils included?” Raul asked in a preoccupied tone. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Abruptly, the elf gave me a hundred percent of his attention, and he frowned while doing so. “I can’t recall any Migration with a verity on the Fae Council. Verities are rare.” 
 
    Digger spoke for the first time. “Rory said they’ve been killed.” 
 
    Raul grimaced. “Yes. On Elysium, Faerene society has very pretty manners, and an underbelly dirtier than a pigpen. Those who chase power can be ruthless about eliminating any threat to their plans. Verities are exactly that because truth is powerful.” 
 
    “Anyone can speak the truth,” I said. 
 
    “Not with the same effect as a verity. Elves would call such a person an oracle.” He looked at Digger. “Why do you call her such?” 
 
    “Amy sees the unmapped path to a goal. I am not scared of the unknown.” 
 
    Raul tapped the arms of his chair. “But you think the Faerene are? On Elysium, you would be right to the extent that we’d attempt to control the unknown.” 
 
    Digger snorted. “Human familiar trial.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. There were reasons. The Rift…” Raul stopped. “I recognize that it looks as if we sought to control humans. In fact, we sought to control your mages’ untrained and uncontrolled use of magic. The distinction is important. To pass the selection process and become part of a migration requires a psychological capacity for new ideas and self-correction. We are not as bad as what we left behind.” He grimaced. “Which I realize is not a ringing endorsement.” 
 
    He returned to my question. “An oracle on the Fae Council would be honored.” 
 
    I had an answer to that assertion. “You, yourself, said that I should ‘sit and be silent’. I am young, Raul, and Quossa’s recent indulgent manner of listening to and dismissing my concerns regarding the djinn convinces me that the young aren’t accorded authority. If I spoke up against a decision of the Fae Council, when its members are your experienced, wise leaders, how would that go down?” 
 
    “Not well. But you would be heard and no one would physically harm you, that I can guarantee.” 
 
    “I hope I don’t have to speak up. I would very much prefer to spend a quiet life with Rory in Justice. However, if I do have to speak truth to the powerful, I want your help, now, to draft a role for a verity on the council that respects my responsibilities to Rory, our pack and to Istvan, as my magician partner.” 
 
    Questions collected in Raul’s face, his brow furrowing in concern and curiosity, but he held them back. The most prominent of them was probably why now? What is so critical? 
 
    I’d been advised in the last hour that a good interrogator—and Raul was a former police officer—knew how to employ silence as a tool. 
 
    Raul would hold his questions while I was talking freely, and use them to prompt me, later. 
 
    “At the human familiar trials, after the vigil, when I vowed my magic to Istvan, the oath was simple. ‘The magic that flows through me I gift to your service.’ I think that’s where my role starts, or at least, that’s where we begin explaining it to the Faerene.” 
 
    Raul pulled a stack of blank sheets of paper in front of himself and picked up a pencil. “Tell me.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Hunger, and the next step of my plan, directed Digger and me to the first floor dining room, the one that served everyone. The second floor dining room served Governing House’s VIPs, and the rooftop dining option was for fliers such as dragons and griffins, and their guests. 
 
    The common dining room buzzed with anticipation. In two hours, Yngvar’s hand-selected team would restore the latticework and ensure the stability of Earth’s magic flows. 
 
    Someone bumped into me as we approached the counter to order our meal. A hand slipped into my jacket pocket.  
 
    I breathed shallowly, reminding myself not to immediately check my pocket or otherwise react. “The beef stew smells good.” It did. The rich aroma of red wine and spices filled the air. The other options on the menu were a vegetarian chickpea and rice dish, and baked potatoes with a diner’s toppings of choice. 
 
    We got the stew and mugs of tea, and carried our trays to two places opposite each other at a long table. We were lucky to find the seats. People who’d finished their meals lingered to talk. 
 
    We’d chosen a table of werewolves. They recognized me—with only two humans on Crete, information as to our identities had spread like wildfire. Introductions were quick and easy, by pack affiliation. Members of three packs were chatting together. They offered congratulations on my marriage to Rory, and to their rampant curiosity regarding happenings involving the orb and the rough magic, accepted my rebuff that Harold wanted to manage that conversation. 
 
    One of the older werewolves, a woman with a wicked scar across her throat, jeered at that; but not at me. “The Fae Council treats us as children.” 
 
    “Meara,” a soft, chiding growl from the male beside her. 
 
    “Harold appointed me to the Fae Council,” I said brightly. 
 
    My cheerfully false enthusiasm drew skeptical, intrigued attention. The werewolves were on the hunt for what I meant, and conversation at nearby tables dropped as people strained to listen. 
 
    “What will you do on the council?” Meara asked. “Or is that a secret, too?” 
 
    “No secret. The advice I’ve received so far is to sit and be silent.” 
 
    The werewolves stiffened.  
 
    “You are young and new to magic, but you survived the apocalypse. That is your personal strength proven. And you are mated to the leader of Hope Fang Pack. You are not to be silenced.” Werewolves could look young for a couple of centuries. The man who spoke appeared a little older than Rory. He spoke with the conviction of authority, and the other werewolves nodded their support. 
 
    I ate my beef stew without tasting it, concentrating on the discussion but aware that I needed fuel for my body. “I don’t silence easily. But nor will I speak up to parade my ignorance or ruffle feathers needlessly.” 
 
    A goblin leaned in from another table. “Do you sit on the Fae Council to represent humanity?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Whether I do so formally or not, the fact that I’m human will always matter.” 
 
    “A politician’s answer.”  
 
    The whisper reached me. I drank some tea. 
 
    Another werewolf pointed a knife at the ceiling. “Councilors eat upstairs.” Question, rather than challenge, laced his voice. 
 
    Digger aligned his knife and fork neatly on his empty plate. “I was an army sergeant. For my debut into Faerene society, Amy brought me here, rather than to the officers’ club.” 
 
    His dry answer elicited chuckles and some confusion. 
 
    I mentally marked those who laughed as ex-military. Civilians didn’t understand. 
 
    “Not your first foray among us,” the werewolf Philip said. “You gave Amy away at her wedding.” 
 
    “Yes. But Justice is different to Civitas.” 
 
    The goblin who’d questioned me dragged his chair to our table and squashed in. “I bet. I’ve been thinking of moving my family there. Magistrate Istvan is a remarkable individual. How is it to be his familiar?” 
 
    Talking about being a familiar was a relief. Just a few weeks ago I’d have felt awkward about it and about the Faerene’s assumption that a familiar was lesser. But now, I had bigger problems and answering a couple of questions about how my relationship with Istvan and magic worked was an easy way to end the meal. 
 
    Meara leaned in as we said casual farewells. “As much as we fight, packs stand together. Call us if you have trouble.” 
 
    I returned her hug. Werewolves touched far more than humans—or elves or goblins—to cement social bonds. Her action kicked off a round of hugs before we parted. 
 
    Five werewolves strolled along with Digger and me to our suite and watched with approval as he cleared it before they ambled on. It was a show of support, one that I’d remember. So would Rory, when I told him. 
 
    Alone in my bedroom, I fished in my pocket and found the small charm that had been surreptitiously dropped in. The charm was embedded in a seashell the size of a large land snail shell, cream-colored with a dark orange pattern. All I had to do to activate the charm was channel magic into it as I had into the slate when I’d talked with Rory and Tineke during the rough magic. I didn’t understand how it worked, but I’d been promised that while I held it active, only the people in slate communication with me would be able to see and hear me. 
 
    First, I called Rory.  
 
    After listening to my swift rundown of events, he looped Istvan into our communication network. What I might have to do would impact both of them. Equally importantly, I needed their insight and assistance. 
 
    That they agreed with my assessment of the situation mattered, as well. It bolstered my resolve. 
 
    When our call ended, I opened the armoire. Osana had supplied additional clothing.  
 
    After I’d become Istvan’s familiar partner, I’d demonstrated my solidarity with his interests by wearing all black to match his black wings and fur. Although the jacket and trousers I wore, and that Osana had initially supplied, were black, the rest of the clothes in the wardrobe were a rainbow of colors. 
 
    I frowned. Now was not the time for me to appear to be separating myself from Istvan. I searched through the clothes and found the black jacket and trousers I’d worn for spelunking, and after a further search, the black shirt. It had been hidden on a hanger beneath another shirt.  
 
    I showered and dressed in my own clothes. They were practical rather than festive, but I was comfortable in them. I wound my hair into a tight bun, and while debating the need for a scarf—I decided against—briefly regretted that my enchanted coat was back in Justice. It would be cold on the roof. 
 
    Digger met me in the suite’s sitting room. He stood as I entered; not out of politeness but because we were on a tight timeframe. 
 
    The attempt to restore the latticework would begin in half an hour. While it was underway I had to be in public and demonstrably not using magic. It wouldn’t do for a rumor to start that I’d sabotaged Faerene efforts—as if I could or would! 
 
    “We’re good,” I said to him, which was all I dared say about talking with Rory and Istvan. 
 
    It was enough for Digger. He strode to the door and checked the corridor before he let me out. 
 
    At the main staircase we joined a trickle of people heading for the roof. Far more were headed down. It was the fliers who’d be up above.  
 
    Four centaur guards stood at the doorway to the roof. 
 
    I wouldn’t have thought them to be the best choice. Near the outside ramp, maybe. They could gallop down it. But stairs were as tricky for centaurs as for unicorns. Then, again, the Faerene didn’t expect a threat from individuals. Tonight, was about conquering Earth’s magic. The centaur guards’ role was ceremonial. 
 
    My assessment proved accurate when we were permitted past them and saw Fae King Harold standing beside Quossa and the griffin councilor, Vadim, who was talking to Piros. The other two watched the sky over the mountains. 
 
    Four other dragons occupied the roof space, each taking a corner. In between, other groups, formed from a mingling of different Faerene peoples, chatted distractedly. As with Harold and Quossa, the mountains seemed to exercise a magnetic pull. 
 
    Yngvar’s bunker was in the White Mountains, and from it he’d lead the restoration of the latticework. Around the globe, people would be in position to attach the quintessences they’d been instructed to form and hold ready. 
 
    From what I recalled of the orb’s description, establishing the latticework was relatively simple. Certainly well within Faerene capabilities. The Faerene believed so. The vibe on the rooftop was of anticipation rather than dread. Yngvar was going to make them safe. They would return to the lifestyle the Migration had promised them. 
 
    Raul had been watching for Digger and me. He smiled and waved us over to join himself and Henri and their group that included a couple of goblins, a griffin and a unicorn.  
 
    “Melinda and I are old friends,” the unicorn mare said. “She speaks well of you.” 
 
    I smiled. “Melinda is a sweetheart. I was lucky to have her as my tutor for learning about the Faerene, and luckier yet that she’s become a friend.” Melinda and her herd had chosen to stay outside Justice for the moratorium. Without magic, communicating with non-unicorns was annoyingly laborious.  
 
    “Istvan’s familiar partner.” The griffin was three times louder than the unicorn. She introduced herself as Anastasia. It was Raul who added that she was a police captain in Civitas. Anastasia was as large as Vadim, though smaller than Istvan. Her wings and coat were the dusty color of a mountain lion. “And you’ve married a werewolf, Istvan’s second-in-command. I hope he follows your good example.” 
 
    “Pardon?” I blinked, startled. “Rory—” 
 
    “No, girl. How you train your mate is your business.” 
 
    Digger choked on the beer he’d accepted from a passing waiter. 
 
    Anastasia flared her wings and the waiter dodged nimbly aside. He also glared and left our group alone.  
 
    “I mean Istvan!” Anastasia proclaimed. “Such a gorgeous male and so stupidly single.” 
 
    “Nora?” I suggested. 
 
    Anastasia cackled. “Her schoolgirl crush won’t hold his interest, if he even notices it. Besides, she’s too limited.”  
 
    There was a momentary silence as we all caught our breath. 
 
    Then Anastasia crashed on. “Don’t be silly, Selene. Nora knows my opinion of her. She’s all theory and no follow through.” 
 
    At a guess, the unicorn Selene had telepathically advised Anastasia to hush and be tactful, and Anastasia was having none of it. 
 
    Entertained, I chose to answer bluntness with bluntness. “Are you personally interested in Istvan?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    Her tail swatted me in a friendly fashion. “I like you.” 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual,” I replied. 
 
    “Stars save us,” Raul muttered. 
 
    Instead, it was timing that saved him. It was five minutes to the hour and all the mage lamps that had been subtly illuminating the rooftop went out. 
 
    Anastasia’s lighthearted manner extinguished instantly. “Amy, I’m here as your protection. Stay close.” Griffins’ vision is superior to humans’. When I blinked at her in surprise, she saw it. “I’m seriously interested in Istvan, don’t doubt that. But you are our sole proven means of activating the world spindle if we need a backup plan to control the rough magic. I’m sticking to you like a tick for tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Raul stood beside her, a silent guarantee of her trustworthiness. 
 
    Behind him loomed Piros, the largest of the dragons, currently intent on the mountains.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what the Faerene expected to see as Yngvar and his team restored the latticework. On the hour, three hundred and forty three Faerene around the world would fix their quintessences. Although I’d heard the orb’s explanation of how the ancient human mages had established the original latticework, my mind still shied from the strangeness of being able to fix a point that was somehow both in Earth’s atmosphere and bound here on Earth. 
 
    Magic. Sometimes it just didn’t make sense to me. 
 
    There was an important idea in there. Not in the magic and how it worked, but in how my mind stumbled over comprehending and using it. Maybe explaining away my difficulties with thaumatology shouldn’t be glibly reliant on an assumed difference between Faerene and humans. Maybe it was me that was different.  
 
    A countdown started. 
 
    “Ten, nine, eight,…” 
 
    I joined in as I slipped into seeing magic.  
 
    On the rooftop, Digger alone wouldn’t be able to sense what was happening. The advantage to that was that he wouldn’t be distracted. He’d be watching everyone, noting their reactions. 
 
    Glancing at Anastasia, I realized that she also watched the crowd.  
 
    Not that the rooftop was truly crowded. 
 
    Our voices joined the countdown coming from the plaza below. “…two, one!” 
 
    Magic flared across the sky. I twisted my neck to track it as it danced like an aurora in silver and violet. 
 
    “Woohoo!” Shouts, howls and shrieks of jubilation split the night. 
 
    The orb had described this. When the ancient mages had locked away their magic—our magic—by successfully embedding the quintessences around the globe, the orb had described it as “the world swam in glory”. 
 
    Face tilted to the sky, Harold uttered a fervent prayer of gratitude. “Thank the guiding star.” He pressed his hands over his face for a moment before straightening. “Let’s join the party!” 
 
    Maybe a third of the people rushed ahead of him down the ramp. Another third surrounded him to share the moment and claim that they had never doubted him or Yngvar. 
 
    From a shouted comment I gathered that Yngvar was expected to join the party later—no excuses. “Too darned reserved for his own good. He’s a hero. We have to cheer him.” 
 
    “A statue!” 
 
    “Have you been drinking?”  
 
    The excitedly bickering goblins took the stairs down to the party. Sounds of it warming up already drifted up from the plaza. 
 
    I glanced at Anastasia for permission or guidance.  
 
    She swatted me with a wing. “You heard the king. Party!” 
 
    “Anastasia.” Harold overheard her loud comment and groaned her name. 
 
    “Congratulations, Harold,” I said. 
 
    The head of the Fae Council smiled wearily. With relief came exhaustion. He’d crash in a couple of hours. Maybe food and drink could extend that a little further, but not by much. “I did little. I am grateful for Yngvar and everyone who contributed to steadying our world. Including you.” 
 
    Piros intruded, lowering his long neck. “I will be interested to see the world spindle on Thursday at the open forum, but for now…I smell barbeque!” 
 
    I took the distraction he provided to sidle around Anastasia and somewhat out of sight of everyone as we headed down the ramp. 
 
    A handful of people stayed to watch the lightshow from the roof, and perhaps, to mourn for the people and dreams lost to the rough magic. 
 
    In the plaza, the mood was celebratory and self-congratulatory. The party in Governing House spilled out into the plaza where it met the party from town. Small food carts were dotted around, and double the number of trestle tables were loaded with a range of beverages. A string band played by the ramp, and drifting around from the seaward side of the building was the sound of a rock band, or the Faerene equivalent, with a driving drumbeat, guitars and two voices screaming. 
 
    I took a drink and stood with my back to Anastasia, which was as safe from sneak attack, or to put it more mildly, to being surprised, as I could get in the plaza. 
 
    The werewolves joined us, which helped mitigate my sense of isolation. Getting a conversation started about life in a werewolf pack helped, too. 
 
    “I don’t think Hope Fang is like other packs.” 
 
    Huffs of amusement greeted my statement. Rory had founded the pack on unusual principles. Most notably, that members didn’t have to be werewolves. It wasn’t that packs didn’t accept other people. They did. However, non-werewolves tended to be drawn into a pack by familial relationship: either marrying a pack member; or, being adopted as a child. Rory had started the pack with two werewolves, Yana and Berre, a goblin ex-army quartermaster, Oscar, and an elf, Nils, and had quickly added a dragon. Dorotta was indisputably an unusual addition to a werewolf pack. 
 
    Stories about life in other packs, both on Earth and back on Elysium, provided uncontroversial conversational fodder.  
 
    Anastasia didn’t have a chance to become bored by the tales. Her officers approached frequently with updates on crowd control and simply to chat. 
 
    The combination of werewolves and cops proved effective at preventing strangers accosting me with questions. As Harold had made clear, all questions concerning the feral magic crisis and its resolution would be answered at an open forum hosted by the complete bench of the Fae Council here in the plaza in just under thirty six hours from now. 
 
    Meanwhile, when I looked for magic in the sky above, the aurora was fading. Apparently, that was both expected and a good thing. Yngvar had predicted it. 
 
    A roar went up as the lauded scientist and bunker chief was dragged into the plaza. He was a short, plump elf with chartreuse hair that stuck out wildly around his pointed ears. He had a generally untidy air. 
 
    He spoke with decisive authority, a spell amplifying his voice. “The crisis is resolved.” 
 
    Cheers. 
 
    “I will continue to monitor Earth’s magic flows.” Monitoring Earth’s magic had been the responsibility of Nora’s team. Had that been reassigned or would Yngvar oversee their efforts? “Which is what I would prefer to be doing, now.” 
 
    Good-hearted jeers answered that sharp complaint.  
 
    Harold clapped a hand on Yngvar’s shoulder. “We owe you and your team our world. Thank you!” 
 
    Cheers resounded across the plaza and throughout the city. Evidently, Yngvar’s brief, cranky speech had been broadcast via slate. 
 
    An hour later, with the drunkenness getting worse, Raul advised Digger and me that we could retire. People mightn’t be questioning me, but they were watching. I’d been visible, but not forward, and now, I was glad to retreat to our suite. 
 
    Anastasia, Raul and Meara escorted us to the door. Anastasia continued on inside, clearing the rooms with Digger. “Tomorrow, there’ll be hangovers and dull commonsense. If you want to wander around Civitas, it should be fine. My officers will keep an eye out for you. They’ll honor any request for assistance.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She looked out the window, presumably at the remnants of the aurora. “I’m trusting Istvan’s judgment of you, Amy. He is a very closed-off individual, but you’re important to him. That matters, as well as the fact that you’re a Fae Council member,” she finished wryly. She shook out her wings. “My advice to you, for what it’s worth, is to use tomorrow to wander Civitas and get a sense of the people. We’re the heart of the Faerene. It’ll help prepare you for the open forum on Thursday.” 
 
    At the doorway, she turned her head. “Don’t worry if people track you, tomorrow. I imagine Raul will have an elf on the job, and I know Meara will either make an excuse to join you or have the packs watch for you.” 
 
    “Busybody copper.” Meara punched Anastasia’s shoulder. However, when she looked at me, the werewolf’s expression was serious. “Some of us realize humans have to be part of how we go forward. Goodnight.” She stepped back, shutting the door in one smooth movement. 
 
    Digger shrugged at me. “Werewolves and humans look similar, at least some of the time. People are watching you and Rory and wondering.” 
 
    “What our children will be like?” My laugh split into a yawn. 
 
    “That, but Nils reckons people are interested in how you balance each other. And you’ll have to ask him what that means. Goodnight.” He vanished into his room. 
 
    I could take a hint. Plus, my bed was calling to me. 
 
    So, too, was the slate, but Rory would be knee-deep in dealing with crises in North America. The civilians in Civitas might be willing to party, but I knew from Rory and Istvan that they had a list of five major spells they had to cast to correct damage from the rough magic, but which they weren’t willing to cast until the magic flows had steadied further—something the restored latticework was meant to ensure. 
 
    Would the latticework hold? 
 
    I didn’t intend to activate the orb again. But if someone did, lured by the knowledge inside it, would the orb tear down the latticework again? Or would the latticework fail for other reasons, which is what I feared. I fell asleep with my worries tangling with the noise of the party below. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “Donuts.” Hot from the fryer and dusted with sugar and cinnamon, they were the perfect mid-morning snack. Or really, an any time of the day treat. Digger and I broke off our shopping expedition—well, my shopping expedition, his survey of Civitas—to take our bag of donuts down to the public dock where we stayed out of the way of the stevedores. 
 
    The first time I’d shopped in the bazaar I’d been overwhelmed by the then strange experience of being surrounded by so many Faerene. Yana had guided me through it, and I’d spent Istvan’s money. 
 
    Now, I still found the bazaar confusing, but I had my own money, I had ensured that Digger did, too, and I had experience in navigating Faerene culture. Notwithstanding the chest of seeds that I held, we weren’t so much shopping as taking in the damage caused by Soma’s fatal crash-landing and the popular mood. Seeds were an investment in the future, and these were for heirloom vegetables, both Elysium and indigenous to Earth. I hadn’t been able to resist. Nor had Digger, who would resume running the family smallholding when he returned to Justice. 
 
    People bustled around us, even those whose bloodshot eyes and pinched mouths betrayed hangovers. The citizens of Civitas were eager to prove the return to what they considered normality. 
 
    “Dorotta’s here,” Digger said. 
 
    I spun around. 
 
    Where people could criticize Istvan or Rory if they took time away from the North American Territory, despite her duties as a magisterial guard reporting to Rory, no one would fault Dorotta for translocating in to pay her respects to Soma’s memory. All the dragons were doing so. Soma had been the head priest for the Ouroboros temple, situated at the western edge of the city. 
 
    Dorotta approached from that direction. “I’m aware I’m early,” she said abruptly. “I paid my respects to Soma.” 
 
    I dusted off my sugar-coated fingers and hugged her.  
 
    She sighed deeply, smoke puffing from her nostrils.  
 
    An elf and a centaur had died instantly in the same accident, crushed by Soma’s great body. Another elf had died three hours later, the flaring magic making it impossible for healers to fix the extensive trauma she’d suffered. 
 
    “A letter from Rory.” Dorotta changed the subject, determinedly. She fished in the satchel strapped to her chest and passed me an envelope; unsealed, because Rory and I trusted our pack member. “Family and pack are well in Justice. The town is relieved to have the rough magic settled.” She looked around. “Although possibly not as jaunty about it as here. Putting on face is more important in Civitas. In Justice we can be honest about how shaken we are.” She looked at the footlong chest beside my boots. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Seeds.” 
 
    “I’m returning to Justice. I’ll take it.” She picked it up daintily with her claw and stowed it in the capacious satchel. “And also for you…” She extracted a large bundle tied with a jaunty red ribbon. “Tineke was going to select it, but she asked Sabinka for advice, and Pavel overheard…” 
 
    I started laughing. 
 
    Dorotta smiled. “Pavel selected your outfit and added a few extras.” 
 
    “Of course he did. Thank you. Please, thank them all.” The bundle that looked small in Dorotta’s claws was large in my arms. I put it on the ground, leaning against my legs, and dug in my backpack. I pulled out my letter for Rory and a second envelope marked, Istvan, and handed both to Dorotta.  
 
    She patted my shoulder gently. “You’ll be home soon.” She peered sideways at Digger. “Hew is helping Jarod look after the smallholding.” 
 
    Digger braced himself. Hew was an elf with ideas, and Jarod an enthusiast. “What are they planning?” 
 
    “They’ve begun building a dovecote.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    Dorotta buckled the satchel. “Pigeons. They intend to farm them for eating. Their guano can be used in Lajos’s herb garden. Or possibly in the tannery. They’re still deciding.” 
 
    Digger groaned.  
 
    “I’ll tell Jarod you approve,” Dorotta said wickedly. “Stella had her doubts.” The copper-colored dragon leapt off the dock and upward, translocating with the first flap of her wings. 
 
    Digger stared at the empty patch of sky. “I don’t approve.” 
 
    I picked up my bundle. Shopping was over for the day since I needed to unpack it in my room. “I think they’re all aware you wouldn’t approve. Mike probably doesn’t either. For what it’s worth, I think expanding our duck flock would be better.” 
 
    But underlying the teasing was an important message. At home, life was going forward. 
 
    “Give me the parcel,” Digger said. 
 
    Normally I wouldn’t, and normally he wouldn’t ask. A guard couldn’t be laden with parcels. But nobody had pointed at, questioned aggressively or heckled me. Digger and I were curiosities in Civitas because we were human, but that was all. Whatever blame Harold had feared people would place on me for humanity’s orb tearing down the latticework of magic on Earth seemed to have vanished with its restoration. 
 
    Plus, we were trailed by a werewolf and watched by patrolling police officers. Digger didn’t have to be on guard. 
 
    I handed over the bundle.  
 
    Although I was curious about what Pavel had selected for me to wear to the Fae Council’s open forum tomorrow morning, the bundle mattered less to me than reading Rory’s letter. 
 
    Writing to Istvan had also prompted an idea that I wanted to follow up. Governing House included a library. In returning to our suite, I decided on a minor detour. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Pavel’s choice for my debut as a Fae Council member at the open forum was a fine wool dress with a mid-calf length skirt, high heels and a chunky knit cardigan if the day proved cool. Everything was in Istvan’s color, black. I wore my hair in its customary braid, as per the handwritten instructions on my personal grooming that Pavel had included in the bundle. The haute couture designer would be observing me closely during the broadcast. Looking at my appearance in the mirror of my bedroom at Governing House, I thought he’d approve. 
 
    I looked elegant, but approachable; young, but reliable, without trying to fake greater maturity. 
 
    I picked up my backpack and joined Digger in the sitting room. 
 
    He was dressed in his ordinary shirt, thick wool jacket and heavy trousers, plus boots. “You look good.” 
 
    I grimaced in response. 
 
    “Nervous? Rory and Istvan will be here,” he reassured me. 
 
    They had both promised to portal in for the open forum. However, they were also dealing with serious crises in Vancouver Island and New Orleans. For Istvan, the threat was ice sharks that had formed in the Arctic and swum south, at which time they’d dangerously learned to walk on land. The orc who’d seeded those sharks as a trick for his nephew would get a stern telling off. Not that the poor orc could have guessed that harmless ice constructs the size of his arm would grow as they had. He’d bought the seeds, or charms, in good faith as an amusing birthday present. Then the rough magic happened. 
 
    Unexpected expansion was also threatening New Orleans. Rory had to deal with an anti-mosquito spell that had grown ambitious under an influx of feral magic. Instead of discreetly flapping away mosquitoes, it was swatting full-grown birds out of the air. If it kept growing, it could harm Faerene. 
 
    Depending on how unraveling the charm and spell went, Rory and Istvan mightn’t arrive in Civitas before the forum started. 
 
    “Can you carry my backpack? Pavel will kill me if I ruin his look.” 
 
    Digger nodded.  
 
    Pavel’s rage would be scary, although likely not lethal. Sea nymphs tended to be pacifists. In Pavel’s case he was a pacifist who threw tailor’s chalk. 
 
    My moment of levity faded. “I guess we should go.” 
 
    “You might be wrong,” Digger said. He meant it encouragingly. 
 
    “Here’s hoping.” But I doubted it. The research I’d done yesterday afternoon and into the night with books borrowed from the library had convinced me that the most I could hope for was a delay in my worst imaginings. Which meant that without making a huge production of it, I had to share my fears. 
 
    In an open forum. 
 
    Among Faerene. 
 
    Two seconds after we exited the suite, Osana pounced on us. 
 
    The goblin was as neat as ever in her uniform, but her forehead was wrinkled and her left hand made tiny, grabby motions as if to hurry us—or me—along. “Fiona requires all councilors to be in place in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Since “in place” meant the front steps of Governing House, I didn’t find the deadline daunting.  
 
    Osana obviously did. She also didn’t care for the look Pavel had given me. Her gaze dwelt on the cardigan I carried folded over one arm. “I can find you a jacket…” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Emerging through the front doors of the building I had a clear view of the setup for the open forum. Fiona was the goblin member of the Fae Council responsible for communication. She’d set up the plaza primarily for filming the broadcast.  
 
    The audience had already arrived and were seated on stools or crouching, arranged by height. However, there were less than I’d expected, and far fewer than had partied here the other night. The nearest third of the plaza was roped off to allow for councilors and film crew. 
 
    While Digger slid away to join Anastasia at the side of the assembled audience, Osana handed off responsibility for me to another goblin. He didn’t bother to introduce himself before hustling me to a chair near where Piros crouched. 
 
    Being dragons, Piros and Adara were the two largest members of the Fae Council. They’d been assigned positions at the foot of the stairs. The rest of us were arranged above them according to our various heights, with platforms put in place for Vadim, Branka and Quossa who were also too large, as griffin, centaur and unicorn respectively, to fit on a single stair tread, no matter the generous proportions of the front steps. 
 
    “Good morning, Amy,” Piros greeted me gravely. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Quossa approached rapidly. His twitching ears and flicking tail indicated trouble. He shaped sound waves to a whisper. “A djinn is reforming at the world spindle cave site.” 
 
    Piros looked at me and exhaled a slow, smoky sigh. It matched the rollercoaster feeling in my stomach. The other shoe had dropped, and quickly. 
 
    Quossa glanced between us. “You’re not surprised!” 
 
    “Amy spoke with me two days ago.” 
 
    Istvan trusted Piros, so I had, too. But that hadn’t been my primary motivation for sharing my doubts about the restoration of the latticework with Piros. I had belatedly questioned why a competently managed, comparatively small number of people—there were only half a million Faerene on Earth—needed a spymaster. The answer was to define spymaster differently: threat detection, not social control. So I’d brought the potential threat I saw to Piros’s attention. 
 
    He’d begun organizing a response, part of which had entailed pushing forward prospective personal allies, people like the werewolves and Anastasia. He’d also approved drawing Raul, and via him, Jakov, into the circle. 
 
    “It’s still wait and see,” he said to me, now. “I’ll signal you if you should challenge. Harold is briefed.” 
 
    Quossa stamped a hoof. “Challenge?” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Piros drawled. “I don’t mean challenge in the unicorn sense.” 
 
    Unicorn stallions fought challenges for status. 
 
    Fiona’s minions descended on Quossa and herded him into position across from us, above Adara. 
 
    Adara had been eavesdropping interestedly, as had Vadim. 
 
    Beside me, Radomir leaned back with a smirk. The werewolf councilor was a notable troublemaker. 
 
    Harold’s entrance silenced their incipient questions. The Fae King carried humanity’s orb which gleamed a glossy black on its deep purple cushion. Geat, the Orc Champion, followed with the world spindle on a green cushion. They put their treasures down on a table at the top of the steps, set between two chairs. Harold then remained standing behind the table. 
 
    I surveyed the gathering. I found Daud in the back, and a few seconds later, located Thane working his way through the audience to Digger and Anastasia. 
 
    Judging by their affronted body language, people were complaining about Thane’s late, pushy arrival. He ignored them. 
 
    It seemed that the orb’s guards had been relieved of their duty. Then, again, looking around at the powerful magicians on the Fae Council, anyone who tried to destroy the orb or spindle here would be dealt with harshly. 
 
    A final scan of the audience confirmed that Rory and Istvan had yet to arrive. 
 
    Harold began the open forum with a recap of the crisis. He started with the emergence of the bathumas, the thaumivorous creatures with a three-stage lifecycle that had only re-emerged from their volcanic hatching grounds with the Faerene’s intensive use of magic. “So much was mysterious about the bathumas. Their origins, their lifecycle, and crucially, how to stop these creatures that kill midlevel magic users to feed on them. That we had embarked on the Migration without awareness of Earth’s real magic history was a stunning revelation.” 
 
    He went on to remind everyone how human mages existed when the Migration hadn’t anticipated any for generations, and to outline how Istvan had presented the Fae Council with the quandary of the orb’s existence and how they then had to decide to risk activating it to learn about the bathumas and other, potentially even greater, magical threats. 
 
    “We decided to activate the orb. This was a unanimous decision by the full council, as was the decision to ask Amy, Istvan’s human familiar partner, to be the one to activate the orb. All of the council were present for the activation and heard the information it imparted before a spell recorded in it tore apart the latticework that stabilized Earth’s magic flows. A memory charm recorded the event and will be available to everyone at the end of this forum.” 
 
    “Why not now?” someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
    “Questions at the end,” Fiona’s amplified voice boomed. 
 
    Harold winced at the loud sound. “Thank you. Questions at the end or we’ll be here till nightfall.” It was just before noon, local time. “And as for why not now. You can’t listen to the memory record and the forum. Focus.” 
 
    He focused himself, taking a moment to survey the audience, before recounting Nora’s assessment of the initial damage caused by the rough magic, Yngvar’s plan for restoring the latticework, the expedition to retrieve the world spindle, using it, and then, Yngvar leading the restoration of the latticework.  
 
    Midway through, Rory and Istvan unobtrusively joined Anastasia, Digger and Thane in the audience. 
 
    Although seated, my body rocked forward with the strength of my impulse to go to them. I averted my gaze back to Harold. The film crew would be capturing every moment of my reaction to Harold’s speech, even if it wasn’t shown in the live broadcast. 
 
    Neutral expression. Calm. Attentive, I reminded myself. 
 
    “And so, here we are,” Harold concluded. “I won’t apologize for not briefing you during the crisis. I do want to thank you for heeding the moratorium on magic use and enabling us to endure till the world spindle vanquished the oppugnancies, as Yngvar and Nora predicted.” Harold bowed to the two scientists standing on the opposite side of the Fae Council to where I sat in line with Piros’s head as he crouched at the base of the steps. “Now, questions?” 
 
    One of Fiona’s minions threw a length of rope, knotted at both ends like a dog toy, into the audience. It was fielded by a werewolf—not one I’d been introduced to. 
 
    Everyone quieted, settling back. Whoever held the rope asked a question. Harold then indicated the relevant member of the Fae Council, plus either Yngvar or Nora, to answer it. The rope passed with surprising rapidity from person to person in the audience. Approximately two thirds of the questioners identified as asking the question as a representative for people outside of Civitas. That seemed to be Fiona’s alternative to having people call in their questions via slate. 
 
    What surprised me was how disciplined the audience members were. Humans in a similar forum would take the opportunity to ramble about their personal experience, criticize or complain. Every single Faerene asked a constructive question. If it wasn’t for Piros’s earlier statement to the contrary, I’d have suspected that the questions were scripted.  
 
    The truth was that the Faerene took their obligation to the Migration seriously. Back on Elysium, they’d been screened and selected specifically for their ability to do so. 
 
    Nonetheless, there was the occasional out-there question. 
 
    A centaur asked if the bathumas could be domesticated. 
 
    Nora choked out a baffled counter-question. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m a leatherworker and the way that bathuma leather lasted in the world spindle cave, well, I reckon there’d be a demand for it.” 
 
    “There was a stasis spell,” Nora snapped. 
 
    “Still. I’d be interested in purchasing bathuma hides.” The centaur passed on the red rope to an elf.  
 
    In such ridiculous fashion, the concept of the bathumas in Faerene society shifted from threat and scientific curiosity to possible business opportunity. 
 
    Harold guided the open forum toward its conclusion. He called on Quossa, as the chief scientist, to sum up the current state of affairs. 
 
    “It is delusional to think that we have removed all uncertainty or that we can guarantee the future,” Quossa said. “In fact, the latest data suggests that one of the djinn is reforming. The djinn is a naturally occurring construct identified in the orb. It is a concentration of active, chaotic magic. One is reforming where the world spindle was located in the North American Territory. In itself, it is unlikely to affect any of us. However, if we treat it as an augury, we must consider that these concentrations of chaotic magic did not exist when we planned the Migration or in our time on Earth before the latticework tore. The latticework tests as resilient. Theoretically, it is resilient.” 
 
    Yngvar protested this perceived attack on his brilliance. “We need the latticework. We can’t function under the conditions of rough magic.” 
 
    “I agree that there would be significant hardship and casualties,” Quossa concurred. 
 
    Harold stood. “I have a question for you.” He looked out at the audience, not at Yngvar or Quossa. “What happens if the latticework fails?” 
 
    The film crew couldn’t see my toes curling in my shoes. Piros must have signaled to Harold to challenge the status quo. 
 
    I watched the implications of Harold’s question and Quossa’s report of chaotic magic reforming sink in with the audience. 
 
    The discipline with which they’d asked their constructive questions dissolved. 
 
    They wanted the world they’d signed up for, the Earth of stable magic flows that had lured them into joining the Migration. That world was gone, no matter what Yngvar promised them in terms of re-establishing the latticework. It wouldn’t hold. It couldn’t. 
 
    I stood. “Old solutions don’t fit new worlds.”  
 
    My words dropped into the clamor, and ripples of silence spread out from them. Heads turned as people stared at me. I wasn’t meant to be a contributing member of the Fae Council. 
 
    I saw their shocked outrage and rejection. How dare an ignorant, powerless human speak up in the middle of a Faerene emergency? 
 
    Except, this wasn’t solely a Faerene crisis. This was Earth’s future on the line. 
 
    Piros scrunched down a little so that everyone could see me clearly. 
 
    “Old solutions don’t fit new worlds.” I repeated myself for emphasis, for those who hadn’t heard me initially, and to show that I wasn’t scared of their disbelief and disdain. I gestured at the orb. “This is a new world. The orb that ancient humans created isn’t just humanity’s orb, not any longer. It is Earth’s orb. We will all contribute our knowledge to the next layer we add to it. Humans will share the story of the apocalypse. You will share the story of the Migration. What comes next will involve all of us.” 
 
    “Empty words,” an elf sneered. “You wish to sacrifice our stable magic so that humans gain magic abilities. I know! Restoring the latticework meant locking away your magic.” 
 
    “Except that it didn’t,” Jakov interposed. “I checked that datapoint with Quossa and Nora. Amy can still channel magic to Istvan and use it herself.” 
 
    I could channel magic into a charm and telekinetically nudge a marble. They weren’t major achievements, but then, I was a fledgling magic user. It was proof of concept: that the latticework the ancient mages had designed to lock away human magic hadn’t locked away mine. Which was a point of instability. The reason for it might have profound implications. 
 
    “But she shouldn’t be able to,” the unknown elf stuttered. 
 
    “That depends on our understanding of what Amy is.” 
 
    Instinctively, I glanced across the crowd. Although I wouldn’t be able to see Rory’s expression from here, I knew he’d hate Jakov referring to me as a what, not a who. But what I was would advance this discussion. “I was among the one hundred people you selected from among four hundred or so humans whom your scientists identified as human mages.” I didn’t look at Nora who’d overseen the selection and our ongoing monitoring. I looked at the audience. “I accepted your definition of who I was, but the orb and the spindle activating bring that into doubt.” 
 
    Thane had raised the idea at the cookhouse. He could claim ownership of it later, if he liked. 
 
    For now, I tried to present the case neutrally. “None of us whom you call human mages should have magic. We are oracles, a concept the ancient mages knew about. Truth Sayers. Prophets. We were the ones the world spindle was meant to attract. Something went wrong and the latticework locked away human magic for far longer than the ancients intended. Then you arrived on Earth and your magic shook things loose.” 
 
    Everyone stayed silent. 
 
    “It is convenient to blame activating the orb for destroying the stability of Earth’s magic flows. But what if they were already fraying, as they are now with the reforming of the djinn? Your arrival was the catalyst for change. Six-sevenths of humanity died. I’m not raising that point to accuse or blame you. You saved us from the Kstvm. Thank you. I mention it because it tragically highlights the cost of change.” 
 
    I looked at Quossa. “The djinn Quossa mentioned matter because I think they’re a pattern of instability. Maybe they’re even a source of it. They are a threat or promise that Earth’s magic can’t be tamed.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Yngvar said. “The magic flows are stable.” 
 
    In a nervous gesture I tried to push up the narrow sleeves of my dress. The fabric resisted. “At what price? When I used the world spindle, the magic flows that it spun into yarn vanished. They ceased to be.” 
 
    Over half the Fae Council turned to stare at the world spindle on its green cushion. The film crew probably gave the broadcast the same focus. 
 
    Without the spindle, my hands felt empty. I couldn’t claim it, though. It belonged to everyone, and as much as the scientists might perceive my words as an attack on their work, I respected their expertise. People like Nora and Yngvar needed to study it. If I ever held the spindle again, it would be under their supervision.  
 
    I wrung my empty hands together. “Think of the spindle as winding up the latticework. It concluded the old pattern. Then the next stage starts. The ancient mages wanted us to be free to choose how we stabilized Earth’s magic. That’s what the net inside the bathuma hide and enclosing the world spindle was meant for.” 
 
    I gripped my hands together, stilling their restless movements. “The latticework that you tried to repair was part of the ancient mages’ story, so they included the design of it in the orb. But they set up the world spindle and orb in such a way that activating the latter tore down the latticework. They intended for their descendants to be free to inhabit the world, and shape it, to their own needs. However, they left us a clue.” 
 
    Looking over the audience, I felt a disconcerting sense of detachment. Their opinions, feelings and desires didn’t matter to me. They flung their emotions and words at me as if I should care for their view of me. I didn’t. It was for Earth’s stability that I stood here. 
 
    Tineke’s tragic story of her sons buried on Elysium convinced me that the Faerene would never accept the truth that was so obvious to me and to other humans; the truth that Digger had spoken. You didn’t need magic to lead a good life. That truth was why I was relaxed about when humans gained magic. It would happen, and I believed that it would happen within a generation or two, even with the restored latticework that had been designed to lock magic away from humans. 
 
    What I had to accept was that the Faerene weren’t like humans. They had to have access to magic, reliable magic. Without it, they wouldn’t just get sick, they’d infect Earth (via their actions) with their fear and desperation. So I had to do everything I could to ensure that magic stayed within the parameters that enabled the Faerene to use it smoothly; whether they approved of the method I proposed or not. 
 
    It was Istvan who’d started me thinking about this alternative. He’d noticed that I instinctively used magic differently to him. Where he had it flow and stream, left to myself, I’d spin it into threads and knot them together. I don’t know how he’d seen that, for a metaphorical definition of “seen” in magic sight. I certainly didn’t know what I was doing. Nora had been interested before they’d both become distracted by the pressing need to respond to the crisis of rough magic and the damage it wreaked. 
 
    Would she remember that the origins of this idea came from Istvan, and would that mean she’d actually consider it?  
 
    I resolutely faced the audience. “When we retrieved the world spindle Nils used a steel arrowhead to pierce the bathuma hide that secured the spindle to the roof of the cave. Within the hide it was wrapped in a knotted net and three scarves. The scarves were protection for the spindle for when it dropped. But the net, inside the bathuma hide, what was it for?” I didn’t wait for their guesses. “I believe it was a hint from my ancestors that a latticework pattern couldn’t be used in the future to artificially fix Earth’s magic flows. But a knotted net, something that lets some possibilities through and traps others, would protect Earth’s shield. 
 
    “The ancient mages didn’t prescribe what we should do by leaving instructions in the orb. But they wanted to suggest a good plan of action to their descendants.” 
 
    “Why not simply tell you?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “Because they couldn’t guess how things might have changed. They left us free to decide how to act in the unforeseen future.” 
 
    Yngvar exclaimed in disgust. “A net! You think we should discard the stable, proven model of the latticework for a primitive, inelegant net? Bah!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said simply. “The lack of the net damaged us. According to your theory, humanity created the Rift in Earth’s shield by our dedication to linear progress. If the ancient mages hadn’t locked away human magic, would humanity have developed differently, with less destructive focus on linear development? A net is more resilient and less prescriptive. The rigid, unnatural framework for magic that you want to maintain hurt humanity. What might it do to you?” 
 
    A buzz of exclamations, opinions and questions rose louder than my spell-enhanced voice. 
 
    Nora managed to make her voice heard as she stood, ruffled up, beside Yngvar. They were both invested in their solution to the rough magic and their reputations as magician-scientists. “Why didn’t you raise your concerns earlier and quietly?” 
 
    Harold intervened, reprovingly. “Earth’s Migration is founded on transparency. That we had to delay explaining our actions during the feral magic crisis was regrettable but accepted because of the emergency status. This is the appropriate forum in which to raise your concerns, Amy. I’m aware you’ve spoken with different people, and not just those whom you know and trust, about aspects of your concerns. At no stage were you withholding pertinent information.” 
 
    Piros stretched, attracting everyone’s attention, before settling back so that he didn’t block anyone’s view. “I advised Amy to present her alternative view of our situation at this forum. She has done so admirably. Now, it is for all of us to consider our response. I am somewhat ahead of you because I’ve had time to consider the idea of a net.” 
 
    “You’re not a scientist,” Nora squawked. 
 
    Beside me, Radomir scuffed his feet in the equivalent of a face palm. 
 
    Piros ignored her and called Istvan forward. 
 
    As the audience parted to let Istvan through, Rory walked in his shadow. 
 
    “Rory and Istvan are the two most important Faerene in Amy’s life. Arguably, they are the two most important people in her life.” Piros paused. 
 
    The idea was startling, but true. I nodded. 
 
    Piros and Adara shuffled back so that Istvan had room at the base of the steps.  
 
    Rory squeezed in. He smiled at me, quick and fierce, as Piros continued.  
 
    “I want everyone to look at the magic surrounding Amy. She is not actively using any, nor is Istvan channeling any through her. For those with lesser magic ability, you mightn’t see it. Those of you who are magicians, observe critically.” 
 
    “There is no magic around Amy,” Quossa reported. “Yngvar, can you confirm it for the broadcast?” 
 
    The elf confirmed Quossa’s report grudgingly, and added to it. “There are, however, two lines. Both run from Amy to Istvan, although one line is weaker.” 
 
    “Nora?” Piros asked. 
 
    “The oath bonds have been in place since Amy became Istvan’s familiar. They have strengthened as he channeled her magic. We expected the main bond, the channel through which Amy’s magic passes to Istvan. The secondary channel, and this is only an hypothesis, is a result of Istvan channeling his magic to teach Amy and structure her magic, and possibly, to protect her. Istvan is an honorable magician, and his acceptance of Amy vowing her magic to his service in the ancient familiar oath was the promise to honor her service. For him, that would entail comprehensive support.” 
 
    “The other familiars failed,” Jakov observed. “Why?” 
 
    Harold intervened. A moderator’s job was never-ending. “A good question, and one to be considered when we investigate Amy’s idea that these modern human mages are actually oracles. But our current focus is the lines of magic between Amy and Istvan. Those of you who can see them, please indicate if there is any magic between Amy and Rory, her mate.” 
 
    A chorus of no’s was accompanied by headshakes. 
 
    “That’s confirmation that it is not a human’s love and trust that creates or sustains the lines of magic between Amy and Istvan,” Harold said. Piros had briefed him exceptionally well. “As Nora referenced, the bonds are derived from the familiar oath. Examine them closely. I’ve read and re-read Nora’s reports on them, and will ask her to make those reports available to everyone.” 
 
    “Do you have Istvan and Amy’s agreement for that?” Thane asked sternly from the audience. 
 
    “Yes,” we both agreed. 
 
    “You knew this would happen!” Yngvar and others in the crowd challenged. 
 
    Harold didn’t answer immediately. He surveyed the audience and allowed the silence to build. “Amy is a Fae Council member. I knew she had concerns that would become relevant if and when we received news of the restored latticework fraying. The djinn reforming in North America is that proof. We may be able to maintain the latticework. We may be able to lock it in so thoroughly that it becomes the natural order for Earth, as we believed it to be when we started this Migration. However, Amy has brought to us a fundamental question. Which risk do we take? Do we bet on the latticework or do we construct a net? Piros?” 
 
    The red dragon nodded solemnly. “To return to the point I was making, the bonds of magic between Istvan and Amy are the beginning of a net. The term is as imprecise as when we call the current Earth pattern ‘latticework’. The net is the joining of lines of magic. When we currently employ magic we channel it directly through ourselves to affect the world. What Istvan and Amy show is that magic can be channeled through another person. Instead of stabilizing the magic flows by pinning them with the quintessences of the latticework, the trust and commitment of another person provides a living, shifting, resilient quintessence alternative. The result is a far more flexible, but also unexpected, pattern of global magic—or that’s what we’d have if enough people committed to the model.” 
 
    “Walrus balls,” Geat, the Orc Champion, swore. “You want us to become each other’s familiars.” 
 
    Piros smirked. “In a sense, yes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Istvan used his beak to rearrange the floor cushions he’d piled up as a nest in the family room at Justice’s magistrate hall. 
 
    Amy plumped up another two cushions and popped them behind his head. 
 
    Back on Elysium, he’d never have dreamed of nesting in public. Not that the family room, warded so that only those Amy invited could enter, was truly public. However, Istvan wasn’t accustomed to relaxing like this anywhere but alone in his room. 
 
    He had to admit, being with the Faerene and human family Amy had formed was better. 
 
    They chatted around him.  
 
    Amy returned to her seat on Rory’s lap. Those two didn’t want to be separated. 
 
    It was three days since the epic Fae Council open forum. He and Rory and the rest of the magisterial guard unit and hall staff had worked miracles cleaning up the worst of the rough magic’s effects in the territory.  
 
    Consequences like the Faerene town of Atlanta becoming visible to its human neighbors in the city during the moratorium were problems for others. The Faerene involved had to choose their path forward: to embrace humanity on yet to be determined terms; or, relocate. 
 
    For those at the magistrate hall, they could afford a night’s break. Piros’s visit provided the excuse. 
 
    Peggy had cooked a feast before being forcibly removed by her long-suffering husband to rest. Amy had been forced to add her weight to Arthur’s insistence that Peggy take a two day break. Peggy liked to be in the middle of events. 
 
    She had that in common with Piros, although the red dragon was slyer about worming his way into the heart of things. 
 
    “You look smug,” Istvan told his friend. 
 
    At the back of the room, Piros refilled his and Dorotta’s goblets with Istvan’s brandy. “That’s because I am smug.” 
 
    “He’s earned it,” Amy said. 
 
    From being doubtful of Piros, Amy now treated him as a close friend. 
 
    Istvan wasn’t sure that was necessarily an improvement. Piros could lead a person into all sorts of trouble. He’d have to keep an eye on them both. 
 
    Yngvar, Nora and the other scientists were keeping an eye on Earth’s magic flows and patching the latticework, as required, under Quossa’s supervision. Officially, the Faerene had elected to maintain the latticework originally designed by the ancient human mages and restored, with a couple of minor tweaks, by Yngvar’s team. The vote earlier today had been entered into the Migration record. 
 
    Unofficially, Piros and Amy had triumphed. While the scientists had prevailed in the sense that the latticework would be maintained, the ordinary Faerene living outside the bunkers and often possessing lesser magic talents, had heeded Piros’s message that they were vital in building a safety net for the world. 
 
    As a magic user, and with her current lack of training and experience, Amy was among the least powerful of the Faerene. Yet by her example, she’d shown that vowing her magic to Istvan’s service was both possible, and in accordance with Piros’s espoused theory, capable of stabilizing Earth’s magic flows if replicated across the Faerene population. 
 
    Across the globe, Faerene had spontaneously bound their magic to the service of others using the same familiar vows Amy and Istvan had spoken at the conclusion of the human familiar trials. Instead of being demeaned by offering their magic in service, people were proud. The familiar oath bonds confirmed and celebrated existing bonds of trust and respect. 
 
    Justice had been one of the first adopters of the notion. In magic sight, the town was crisscrossed by bonds of magic. Even the family room shone with them. 
 
    Jarod’s elf friend, Hew, had vowed his magic to Tineke’s service, and now sat on the floor near her, with Jarod sprawled beside him. Lajos sat beside Tineke, holding her hand and every so often touching his promise ring that gleamed gold on her finger.  
 
    Istvan had never seen the woman look so peaceful. 
 
    Other bonds entrusted Oscar’s magic to Nils, and Sorcha’s to Yana. Emil had vowed his magic to Radka, blushing as he did so. Everyone could still use their own magic, but the tug of service brought a new sense of responsibility as to how they used their magic, both for the familiars and their magician partners. 
 
    “And when the latticework finally frays irreparably,” Berre said. “We’ll be ready to teach humans how magic can bind a community together.” He was drinking at a card table with Stella, Mike and Urwin, and playing poker. Stella was winning the penny-ante stakes. 
 
    Nora wasn’t included in the gathering. 
 
    Istvan had accepted their separate flight paths. Whatever might have been between them, they were too different; their interests and personalities too divergent. He did feel a sense of loss that surprised him, but it was for what might have been—an idea of love that he hadn’t previously considered—rather than for Nora herself. And realizing that, he was glad that their relationship hadn’t progressed. Nora deserved better than a male who loved the idea of her more than the reality. 
 
    He rather suspected that she’d loved the idea of him more than the reality, too.  
 
    A crush had ended, leaving the bittersweet smoke of might-have-been. 
 
    “Oh!” Amy suddenly sat up straight. 
 
    Jabbed by her uncoordinated movement, Rory grunted. 
 
    She patted his shoulder absently. “Istvan, in all the excitement, I forgot. I promised Anastasia to put in a good word for her.” 
 
    Istvan blinked. “Anastasia wishes to join the magisterial guard unit?” 
 
    Piros snorted. 
 
    Dorotta giggled. 
 
    Everyone else avoided looking at Istvan. 
 
    “Anastasia wants to date you,” Amy said plainly. 
 
    “Oh.” Istvan stared back at his familiar partner, the youngster he considered his fledgling. A picture of the fierce griffin police captain claimed his mind’s eye as Amy watched him expectantly. “Should I call her?” 
 
    “Yes!” Amy punched the air. 
 
    Rory grunted again, another pained uff. He tightened his hold on his wife to get her to settle down. 
 
    “You should definitely call Anastasia.” Piros smirked. “There I was thinking life would become boring. Everyone, suggestions on where Istvan should take our dear griffiness on their first date?” 
 
    Yes, Piros was definitely a troublemaker. 
 
    Sometimes that was a good thing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Being with family and friends, laughing and teasing, was fun, but retiring to our own room and being alone together was even better. I’d missed Rory so much. 
 
    We squashed into the armchair by the window with his arms loosely around me. I traced my fingers over the bumps and valleys of his knuckles. I’d thought he’d take me straight to bed. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” he asked. 
 
    I flattened my hands over his, interlacing our fingers. “Regret what?” 
 
    His didn’t move, and his voice remained equally detached. “If your ancestors had gotten the spell right, Earth’s magic and humanity’s development might have happened sustainably. Humanity’s activity would have reinforced rather than worn away at Earth’s shield. The Rift would never have happened.” 
 
    His question turned me swirly-upside-down and inside-out. Sobs tore out of me, even as I fought them. 
 
    Rory panicked. “Sorry. Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that. Of course you—” He crushed me to him, attempting to squeeze the pain out of me. 
 
    I shook my head against his throat. “It’s not what you think. It’s me. It’s realizing how selfish I am.” 
 
    He froze, literally holding his breath. Only his pulse beat strong and fast. 
 
    I hurried my confession out in between hiccupped sobs. “I chose you. That was my unthinking response. Loving you over billions of lives. I couldn’t wish—” 
 
    His desperate, demanding kiss silenced my self-accusation. Our kiss was ugly with my sniffly, leftover tears, but it was also triumphant and life-affirming. Rory’s question had been hypothetical, but my answer was real. We couldn’t change the past, but I was passionately grateful for what we had. And we could change the future. 
 
    Our world would be Faerene and human. 
 
    So would our children. 
 
    “Earthlings,” I whispered to Rory. “Faerene and human babies. We’re going to have Earthling babies.” 
 
    His husky laugh was raw with emotion. “I can’t wait to hold them.” 
 
    I wiped away the last of my tears. “Then you’d better do more than just hold me.” 
 
    Wickedness and love lit his eyes. They glowed amber with his wolf. “Challenge accepted, my heart.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Baby Ivan was born nine months later. 
 
    Istvan and Anastasia, and Yana and Berre, became his godparents. 
 
    “You’re giving Berre ideas,” Yana said as she held Ivan. By her doting voice and expression, they were ideas she shared.  
 
    Berre beamed with happiness. He’d be a great father. 
 
    Istvan and Anastasia weren’t rushing their relationship, but they weren’t hiding it either. They were an accepted couple, translocating between Civitas and the North American Territory. With the familiar net underpinning the latticework, some of the Migration’s rationing of magic had been relaxed. 
 
    I leaned against Rory. The apocalypse was over. There were other challenges ahead, some that would surprise us. We’d meet them together. Family and pack surrounded us, and Justice was prospering.  
 
    The town let in humans, now, acknowledging that the future included all of us. Many of the humans entered carrying copies of my book, This Is The Faerene. 
 
    Other Faerene had chosen a different, more insular, lifestyle. 
 
    There was room for differences on Earth. 
 
    “Oh no.” Yana’s nose wrinkled. “Godparents don’t do diapers.” 
 
    I accepted my son back. “Aunty Yana’s a wimp,” I told him.  
 
    He kicked his legs. He really did smell bad. 
 
    Istvan and Anastasia hurriedly retreated. Berre slunk away. 
 
    Stella patted my arm reassuringly. “Remember this moment when they have their own bundles of stinkiness.” Then she also retreated. 
 
    I smiled at Rory. “Honey?” 
 
    He smiled back, and lifted the diaper bag. “I’m here.” 
 
    He always would be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want More? 
 
      
 
    It’s a strange experience releasing the final book in an apocalyptic series while COVID-19 is changing our world. I want to reach through the screen and give you virtual hugs.  
 
      
 
    For those of you who read my Interstellar Sheriff series there is good news. Thanks to everyone who read Space Specter and then immediately asked for Space Baby, I intend to write the fourth book for release in early 2021. 
 
      
 
    My act of defiance to the monster that is 2020 is to continue with my plans to publish a fantasy trilogy, Uncertain Sanctuary. Maybe Kira will let us join her in the new House?  
 
      
 
    The House That Walked Between Worlds is out June 25  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083ZNMK34  
 
      
 
    House in Hiding is out September 3  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083ZQ1JNN  
 
      
 
    The House That Fought concludes the trilogy, November 12  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083ZNMC25   
 
      
 
    To stay up to date on new releases from me, please follow my author page on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Jenny-Schwartz/e/B0042MAD86   
 
      
 
    Catch up with me at my Facebook page, on Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or at my website. 
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